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			To my wife, kids and grandkids

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It was a clear and full-moon night. A breeze blew across the lawn of the Old Detectives Home, a storied community on a bluff overlooking the ocean. 

			On the porch, Tommy Beresford brought his rocking chair to a halt, ran his hand through his gray hair and regarded his wife. “It’s too quiet, old bean. Something doesn’t seem right. It’s usually foggy at this time of evening.”

			Prudence Beresford adjusted her flowered dress, sniffed and leaned forward in her rocking chair. “I sense it too, old thing. A tinge of something unusual in the ocean air. Very peculiar.”

			Tommy raised himself and took his wife’s arm. “Are you ready for a little stroll?”

			“I think that’s in order.”

			They descended the wooden stairs and carefully stepped onto the wide lawn that led to the bluff above the moonlit beach. 

			“Ah, I remember our rousing game of cricket here last Saturday,” Tommy said.

			“You batted wonderfully.”

			“Quite, so. One of my better games.”

			“You had Hercule beside himself complaining about a sticky wicket.”

			“Ah, yes. That little Belgian can become quite disturbed. He doesn’t like to lose.”

			Prudence held her husband’s arm. “It’s delightful that at our age we can still participate in sports.”

			“And I plan to continue. I may even participate in the Senior Olympics next year. I can be one of the California representatives. With you beside me, I will stay youthful for many years.” Tommy gazed back at the building. “I bet Tish Carberry is using the Wii system in the community room.”

			“I’m sure you’re right. She certainly gets carried away with those games. Very competitive.”

			“I should recruit her for my cricket team, old bean.”

			Prudence looked across the wide lawn and came to an abrupt halt. “What’s that?” She pointed to the woods a hundred yards away.

			Tommy peered in the direction indicated. “Looks like a chap in an overcoat and hat disappearing into the trees.”

			Prudence spun in the other direction. She waved. “Hello, Sherlock.”

			A stooped man shuffled toward them. He wore a deerstalker and clenched a curly pipe in his teeth. He removed the pipe and pointed toward the ocean. “Ship.”

			Both Tommy and Prudence stared toward the ocean. It remained still. The moon shone on the expanse of sea without an object in sight. Below, a beach cove rested between two rocky outcrops. 

			Prudence leaned toward Tommy and whispered in his ear. “Oh dear. It’s his dementia again.”

			Tommy whispered back. “Quite so.” He cleared his throat. “What brings you to this promontory, Sherlock?”

			“I’m searching for Dr. Watson. I seem to have misplaced him.”

			Tommy chuckled. “Dear me. I believe you’ve forgotten. Your colleague Watson is off on an expedition to Scotland at the moment.” 

			A faraway look appeared in Sherlock’s eyes. “Ah, Scotland. Yes, I forgot he was off on one of his escapades. Quite right.”

			“Are you going to join us for a rousing game of bridge tomorrow night, Sherlock?” Prudence asked.

			“Uh… I don’t know.”

			“Why the hesitation?” Tommy said. “You usually prefer bridge to one of Art Doyle’s séances.”

			“Quite right.” Sherlock wrinkled his eyebrows. “I dare say I have a problem, though. You’ve reminded me my usual bridge partner, Dr. Watson, is not available.”

			Prudence smiled and patted Sherlock’s hand. “Don’t concern yourself. I’ll find a substitute.” She looked again to the scene below. “That’s strange. The ocean is calm. Too calm.”

			Tommy put his arm around his wife’s shoulder. “You’re right. Only yesterday the waves crashed onto the shore below, bringing in various pieces of driftwood. I even found a glass ball that looked as if it had been blown across the Pacific from a Japanese fishing net. Tonight the ocean is as smooth as a lake. Very unusual.”

			Prudence shivered. “But that Northern California water is so frigid.”

			The three continued walking along the top of the cliff until they came to a pine tree. 

			“Gentlemen,” Prudence said. “Please focus your attention on the beach below.”

			All eyes turned to the moonlit sand.

			“Is that a sea lion washed up on the beach?” Prudence asked.

			Tommy shaded his eyes and squinted. “By Jove, there is something there. I can’t make out exactly what it is.” 

			“No sea lion,” Sherlock said. “That’s a body.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“I’d better alert the others,” Prudence said, taking out her iPhone. 

			“Who do you intend to notify first, old bean?” Tommy asked.

			“Dear me. Let me think.” Prudence snapped her fingers. “Amelia Butterworth is probably watching at this moment through her binoculars. Let’s move away from this pine tree, and I’ll text her.”

			They stepped past the tree where they had a full view of the building. Prudence punched in: “can u c us?”

			The response: “yes.”

			Prudence tapped in: “emergency.”

			Amelia responded: “what do u want?”

			Prudence replied: “assemble staff and residents u b on beach.”

			Amelia sent: “don’t understand u b.”

			Prudence smiled and typed:” unidentified body.” She put her phone in her pocket and grabbed Tommy’s hand. “Let’s go investigate.” 
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			Amelia Butterworth stood, put down her cell phone and admired her collection of antiques. She prided herself on having the requisite number of Ming vases and Louis XIV chairs for her small apartment. Everything appeared in order. She rubbed her hands together. She had an assignment.

			Proceeding into the hallway, she looked both ways but saw no one. She knocked on Violet Strange’s door across the hall.

			The small, slight woman answered.

			“We’re needed to investigate an unidentified body found on the beach,” Amelia said. “Come with me.”

			Violet gave an exasperated sigh and waved her ring-covered fingers. “I don’t want to become involved. Someone else can identify it.”

			“You could be very useful.”

			Violet put her hand to her forehead. “I’m weary of all the investigations. That’s why I moved here. I’m retired and plan to stay away from any detective cases. They’re so tiresome, and I’m ready to rest for the evening.”

			Amelia was prepared. She leaned closer and in a conspiratorial tone said, “Who knows? There might even be some kind of reward involved.”

			A smile crossed Violet’s face, revealing her dimples. “Reward? Hmm. Well, I might have time to come along.”

			Amelia knocked on the door of her neighbor, Dorcas Dene, and waited. In a moment Dorcas answered, her soft gray eyes meeting Amelia’s. “Yes?”

			“Something has happened on the beach. We need to assemble.”

			“Oh, good,” Dorcas said. “Things were too boring. Let me get the leash and Toodlekins.”

			Amelia beamed. “Good. We may need a bulldog.”

			When Hilda Adams opened her door, Amelia heard the chirping of Hilda’s canary. “Your nursing assistance may be required. There is someone hurt or dead on the beach at the base of the cliff.”

			Hilda paled. “Let me get my bag. Be there shortly.”

			Amelia Butterworth continued down the hallway and knocked on Auguste Dupin’s door. His rich tenor voice greeted her and rose to a treble at being notified of the need for his investigative prowess.

			Dupin bowed. “I will do my best to assist.”

			“Thank you, Monsieur Dupin.”

			Dupin straightened and stared intently at Amelia. “You aren’t inviting that Belgian, are you?”

			“Belgian?”

			“That ridiculous Hercule Poirot.”

			“Now, Monsieur Dupin. I can’t make any promises. I’m only alerting the residents. I can’t speak for who will or who won’t be there.”

			Dupin promised to join the others as soon as he changed from his slippers into walking shoes.

			When Amelia knocked on Hercule’s door, the small man answered with his hand covering his face. He wore an immaculate dark suit. Amelia detected some liquid had been plastered on his upper lip. She looked inside and noticed a bottle of Rogaine on a table. She smiled to herself. Poor Monsieur Poirot. His sudden baldness of the upper lip and loss of his hearty mustache had put him in a funk. “Monsieur Poirot. We are needed on the beach. There has been some disaster.”

			Poirot looked over his shoulder at the television set showing a spire-topped stone mansion. “But I am watching Downton Abbey.”

			“This is very important.”

			Poirot bowed. “Eh, bien, Mademoiselle Butterworth. I am at your service.” He paused. “Unless that Frenchman will be there.”

			“Frenchman?”

			Forgetting himself, he removed his hand from his face and crinkled his nose. “That useless Dupin.”

			“I can’t make any promises, Monsieur Poirot. I’m notifying the residents and don’t know who will respond.”

			“And be sure to get Captain Hastings.”

			Amelia bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Monsieur Poirot. That won’t be possible. You may have forgotten, but Captain Hastings is off on an LGBTQ cruise along the Mexican Riviera.” She leaned closer to Poirot. “You know. He’s exploring his sexuality.”

			Poirot reddened. “Please, Mademoiselle Butterworth.”

			Amelia gave a dismissive flick of her wrist. “Oh, it’s no concern of mine. I always keep things to myself. Now, will you be joining us at the beach?”

			Poirot clicked his heels together and bowed. “I will be with you tout de suite.”

			After Amelia had notified Irene Adler and Constance Dunlap, she met with no success knocking on Tish Carberry’s door. She figured Tish was in the community room playing Wii.

			Next, she headed into the administrative wing looking for any of the staff on duty. The hallway echoed with her footsteps as she checked office after office finding no one there. In the last office along the corridor she found Art Doyle, sitting in his chair perusing a medical journal. He jumped in surprise at Amelia’s knock. 

			Amelia waved to him, trying not to stare at his bushy moustache and bulbous nose. “There’s a problem on the beach. We’re going to take a look.”

			“I’ll join you momentarily.”

			Amelia looked around his office, suppressing her desire to comment on the mess. She prized order and disliked clutter. She retraced her steps through the administrative wing and, as expected, found Tish Carberry engaged in a game of Wii bowling.

			“Give it a rest,” Amelia said. “We’re needed on the beach.”

			Tish’s eyes lit up. “Moonlight swimming race? Skipping rocks? Sand fight? Skinny-dipping?”

			“No, we’ve found an unidentified body.”

			“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Tish slipped the Wii controller off her wrist and dropped it on the console. She shot out of the room, through the porch and onto the grass.

			With her rounds completed, Amelia followed Tish outside and across the lawn to the stairs leading down to the beach. 

			Amelia paused and stared back toward the T-shaped building. On the right side, half the residents’ apartments faced the ocean and across the hall the remaining rooms had a view toward the verdant foothills. 

			Amelia grasped the railing so she wouldn’t fall and gingerly shuffled down the stairs, her heart beating wildly.

			She couldn’t wait to see what she would find below. She assured herself it wasn’t curiosity, only the desire to assist. Then another thought struck her. Where had Sherlock wandered off to?

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Tommy and Prudence Beresford descended the wooden stairs that led to the beach followed by Sherlock Holmes who mumbled about seeing a ship.

			“Take care not to get splinters from the railing, old bean.”

			“I will, old thing.”

			“I could understand Sherlock blathering about ships if I’d spotted even so much as a rowboat out there.” Tommy waved his hand toward the desolate ocean. “But look around. Nothing in sight.” 

			“It’s his dementia. Don’t get worked up.”

			The last stair step creaked ominously. Prudence lurched and grabbed Tommy’s hand. “Dear me, there’s a need for repair here.”

			“Careful,” Tommy said. “No time for an accident.”

			They reached the beach, and Prudence removed her shoes and left them near the bottom of the staircase. Moonlight danced on the calm water as waves lapped on the sand. Looming rocks on both sides of the bay cast ominous shadows.

			Prudence shivered again. “This is creepy.”

			“Chin up.”

			They approached the body lying on its back on the sand. “I don’t know how I could have thought I’d seen a sea lion,” Prudence said. “It’s clearly a man. Notice the trousers and wing tip shoe on one foot. Hmm. And the other foot is bare. Strange that a pillow covers his face.”

			“Do you think he’s alive or dead?” Tommy asked.

			Prudence tiptoed two steps toward the body. “I see no rise or fall of his chest. I fear the worst.”

			“We mustn’t get too close. There may be useful footprints.”

			Prudence gave a deprecating laugh. “I doubt it. See the burnt-out fire near the body. This is where we had the bonfire that Agatha arranged last night. There are footprints everywhere from the party.”

			“Quite a gathering.” Tommy rubbed his stomach. “I ate three hot dogs, and downed five toasted marshmallows.”

			“And you toasted them superbly. Brown but not black.”

			Sherlock reached the other two, turned around in a circle and pointed out to sea. “Ship.”

			Tommy gave an exasperated sigh. “No ship, Sherlock.”

			“I could have sworn I saw a ship,” Sherlock said. “No matter. We have a case at hand to address. Notice the peculiar circumstance of the body resting on the sand. The pillow covering the poor fellow’s face smacks of suffocation.” Sherlock bent over the body without touching the man. “And tread marks on his stomach. They look suspiciously like tire marks. But interestingly there are no similar marks in the sand.” 

			Tommy also bent over. “By Jove, old man. I do believe he’s been run over. Could this be a hit-and-run accident?”

			“Not likely on a sand beach, old thing.”

			At that moment Hilda Adams raced up to them with her nurse’s bag. “Please stand back.”

			She removed the pillow to unveil a towel formed into a nose that hung around the man’s neck. Hilda placed her fingers on the man’s throat. 

			The three others watched Hilda, who in a moment stood up. “Too late. He’s dead.”

			By then the other residents had arrived and hovered around the body like ants attracted to a picnic.

			Prudence gasped. “It’s Ed Wilson. Notice the high forehead, combed back sparse hair and scowl.”

			Tommy looked closer. “You’re right. What would he be doing dead on our beach?”

			“Other interesting clues,” Sherlock said. “With the pillow gone you can see the knife sticking out of his chest.” 

			“And the 9mm Beretta lying next to his neck and the clean circular hole in his forehead,” Constance Dunlap said.

			“You recognize the type of gun?” Prudence asked.

			Amelia Butterworth whispered in Prudence’s ear, “Rumor has it that Constance was a gun runner earlier in her life.”

			Sherlock leaned over the body and sniffed. “Also the faint aroma of almonds. Notice the little bottle next to his head. If I’m not mistaken, you’ll find it contains cyanide.”

			“I also notice lacerations on his cheeks,” Tommy added. “Possibly from falling down the cliff.”

			Sherlock put his nose inches from the dead man’s face. “Ah, the scent of alcohol. And notice the brown liquid seeping from his lips. That is not a natural secretion. This man has been drinking whisky. And notice the ten-franc coin in the sand next to his body.”

			Tommy elbowed Prudence. “Coins always remind me of your old nickname of Tuppence, old bean.”

			“Yes. Back in my youth. Now I’ve shown some prudence in using my real name, which is a small change but much more dignified.”

			Sherlock continued to poke at the sand. “Ah, an arrowhead.”

			Prudence whispered in Tommy’s ear. “Sherlock certainly doesn’t act like he has dementia at the moment.”

			“You’re right, old bean. Maybe he only needs a dead man to focus his attention on.”

			As if to contradict the Beresfords, Sherlock stood and started babbling about ships and wandered away down the beach.

			Art Doyle raced up and pointed at Ed Wilson. “How dare he die on our beach? What an inconvenience.” He took out his cell phone and punched in 9-1-1.

			“Yes, Omnipodge Police Department, we have a suspicious death on the beach below Old Detectives Home. Please send a member of the coroner’s office, a crime scene investigator and a detective, but you don’t need to send EMTs as the victim is already dead… no, I’m not trying to do your job. I’m only informing you of the resources that need to be deployed.” Art punched a button to terminate the call. “Now who found the body?”

			Tommy waved his hand. “My wife and I along with Sherlock noticed it from the top of the cliff. We arrived first on the scene here. Now where is Sherlock?”

			“He’s wandering down the beach,” Prudence said. “He likes to collect shells and drift glass.”

			Poirot pointed to the dead man’s head. “You will notice the slight indentation on the right side of the skull. In addition to the other wounds, this man was struck by a blunt object. One must be observant and use the gray cells.”

			“And while you wasted your time, I located that object.” Dupin pointed to a stapler lying ten feet away.

			“Mon dieu, you are correct, Dupin,” Poirot said. “But you failed to notice the purple scarf with rectangular shapes on it over by that drooling dog.”

			Dupin gave a snort. “Scarf. That has nothing to do with the injuries to this man. You are wasting your time with inconsequential clues.”

			“Mais non,” said Poirot. “Everything matters. It is too early to eliminate the scarf. We must assess all the evidence.”

			Toodlekins, Dorcas Dene’s bulldog, sat in front of the purple scarf. Saliva continued to fall from its jowls. 

			“Come here, Toodlekins,” Dorcas called.

			The bulldog ambled over.

			Dorcas rubbed its head. “Good dog.”

			“That beast could have contaminated the crime scene,” Art Doyle said. “We don’t need slobber on potential evidence.”

			“Nonsense,” Dorcas replied. “He’s been trained to find clues, not corrupt a crime scene. You notice that Toodlekins found the scarf but stayed far enough back to not even drool on it.”

			Sherlock sauntered back to the crowd, dropped a clam shell on the sand and pointed to the water’s edge. “Ship.”

			Tommy Beresford was ready to dispute Sherlock once again, when he looked in the direction Sherlock had pointed. “By Jove, I do believe you’re right this time.” A plastic toy battleship rested in the sand.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The first member of the Omnipodge Police Department to arrive was Detective James Moriarty. “Everyone please move back to the base of the cliff,” he commanded. 

			“I don’t trust that detective,” Sherlock mumbled.

			“What did you say?” Moriarty thrust his chin inches from Sherlock’s face.

			Sherlock smiled and pointed to the wooden staircase. “That truss is defective. Someone needs to repair the supports for the stairs.”

			Moriarty eyed Sherlock warily. “Step back.”

			Sherlock joined the others who formed a neat row along base of the cliff.

			Moriarty paced back and forth in front of the crowd with his hands behind his back. “Now then. Who found the body?”

			Prudence waved her hand. “My husband, Sherlock and I.”

			“I didn’t know Sherlock was your husband,” Moriarty said.

			Prudence gave an exasperated sigh. “No. Let me be more explicit. My husband Tommy, Sherlock and I.”

			“Your husband is Tommy Sherlock?” Moriarty stared at her.

			Prudence put her hands on her hips. “Three people saw the body from the top of cliff and then descended the stairs. She held up her index finger. “First, my husband, who is named Tommy Beresford.” She added her middle finger. “The second person was Sherlock Holmes.” She added her ring finger. “And, finally, myself, Prudence Beresford.”

			Moriarty exhaled loudly. “Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place?” 

			Art Doyle stepped forward. “Detective, the others here are residents of Old Detectives Home. I’m Art Doyle, the only staff manager on duty at the moment. I’ll be happy to assist you in any manner I can, and I know the other managers will do likewise in the morning.”

			“The three of you who found the body and Mr. Doyle remain. I want the rest of you to go back up the stairs to the retirement home. I know where to find you.”

			Dorcas Dene whistled for Toodlekins and led the way toward the stairs.

			“Watch that first step,” Tommy called out. “It’s a doozy.”
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			Once the others had ascended the stairs, amid loud grumbling from Poirot and Dupin, Detective Moriarty asked the remaining four, “What called your attention to the body on the beach?” 

			“I thought at first I saw a sea lion,” Prudence said. “Sherlock corrected me that it was in fact a man. Then I called Amelia Butterworth to alert the others, and we came down the stairs to learn more and discovered the dead body of Ed Wilson.”

			“And who is Ed Wilson?”

			Tommy scratched his right ear. “He’s an irritating man who was hired by the retirement home to work with the staff and residents. He claims to be a literary fellow, but I’m not quite sure. He helps the residents and staff members write memoirs. I’ve completed a dozen pages myself.” Tommy squeezed Prudence’s hand. “I documented how my wife and I first worked together on an interesting spy case before we married.”

			Moriarty jotted a note on his pad. “And how long has Ed Wilson been doing this?”

			“For the last week,” Art said.

			“Tell me what you noticed when you found the body.”

			“I can answer that,” Sherlock said. “Ed Wilson was strangled with a towel, poisoned with cyanide, drenched in alcohol, thrown off the cliff, run over, stabbed in the chest, shot in the head, hit on the side of the head with a stapler, but most important is the ship.”

			Tommy said, “No shi—”

			Sherlock held up his hand. “You will notice that one of Ed Wilson’s feet is bare. If you inspect that foot carefully, you will find a small wound. That wound matches exactly the mast of the plastic battleship lying on the sand.”

			Moriarty scribbled madly. “Anything else?”

			Sherlock pursed his lips. “Yes. There’s a scarf. I haven’t figured out what role it plays in this sordid affair. That remains a mystery.”

			“And do any of you have a suspicion of who killed Mr. Wilson?” Moriarty asked.

			Tommy shrugged. “Anyone who lives or works at the retirement home. Wilson wasn’t very popular.”

			Prudence added, “Yes. Mr. Wilson was a pill. He took pride in ridiculing the memoir writing that he was supposed to encourage.”

			Moriarty looked up to see two figures descending the stairs. “Ah, here come my crime scene investigator and the coroner. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

			“I doubt it,” Sherlock said. “But your coroner should be able to determine which of these many forms of attack caused the actual death.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			When Art Doyle returned to his office, he cleared a space on his desk and jotted notes on a pad. He looked around his office at the uneven stacks of manila folders and the piles of unfiled paper. He regarded a picture of a sunset and then a seascape on the wall. They were akimbo, just the way he liked things. Too much neatness made him uncomfortable. 

			He picked up the phone and began calling other staff managers. First on his list—retirement home director, E. A. Poe. As expected, Poe didn’t answer, so Art left a message explaining that Ed Wilson had been found dead under suspicious circumstances on the beach in front of Old Detectives Home. After pausing a moment, Art added his recommendation that the department heads for the retirement home meet at nine the next morning in the managers’ conference room to assess the situation. He hung up, tapping his desk thoughtfully. With Poe’s recent reluctance to appear at staff meetings, Art figured someone else would have to step in to run the meeting. 

			What was going on with Poe anyway? The guy never did much around here, but at least he usually showed up to nod at people and drive around the home in his golf cart. 

			Next, Art called Agatha Mallowan, activities manager. Agatha answered on the third ring. “We have a situation,” Art said. 

			“And that would be?”

			“Only a suspected murder.” 

			Agatha gasped.

			Art summarized the whole seamy affair, and Agatha agreed on the necessity for a staff meeting in the morning. 

			After completing the call, Art sat in his squeaky chair assessing the conversation. He only hoped that Agatha would show up and not pull one of her mysterious disappearing acts as she had done several times in the recent past. She was becoming as bad as the non-appearing retirement home director, Poe.

			Dash Hammett, the maintenance, grounds and security manager didn’t answer. Art left a message with the request to appear at nine in the morning. That might pose a problem for Dash, Art realized. Dash was probably in an alcoholic stupor at the moment. He hoped he wouldn’t have too bad a hangover in the morning and make everyone else miserable.

			Art had better luck with food services manager, Rexie Stout. Rexie eagerly agreed to attend the morning meeting and indicated he would bring coffee and donuts.

			Rounding out the staff, Dot Sayers, the office and marketing manager said she’d prefer to catch up on monthly expense reports but would show up at the staff meeting given the nature of the emergency. “There’s no way I want word of this mysterious death leaking to the press before we have our story straight,” she said.

			“I agree,” Art replied.

			“And who found the body?”

			“Tommy and Prudence Beresford along with Sherlock Holmes.”

			Dot cleared her throat. “I can see Sherlock being in the middle of this. Unfortunately, he has become so inconsistent with his dementia. One moment he’s clearheaded, the next he’s seeing strange objects on the horizon. Then there’s the Beresford couple. I find them a trifle sentimental and tiresome.”

			Art smiled at how Dot didn’t mince words. “They all cooperated with the police once the detective arrived,” he said.

			“Probably one of them killed Ed Wilson, not that it’s a loss,” Dot said.

			“The police will be interviewing everyone tomorrow, I’m sure,” Art said.

			“As long as no one starts Tweeting or posting pictures on Facebook.”

			“Uh, yes. That’s always a risk.”

			Dot groaned. “I’ll say. These residents are so hard to control as they always want to do things their own way. It will be interesting to find out which of them caused the ruckus in the first place.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The next morning, as activities manager Agatha Mallowan walked through the lobby toward her office, she was accosted by Amelia Butterworth.

			“Yoo-hoo, do you know what happened to Alice and Nemo?”

			Agatha came to an abrupt stop. “Who are Alice and Nemo?” She often couldn’t figure out what Amelia meant.

			Amelia pointed toward the tropical fish tank to the right of the receptionist’s desk. “I gave those names to the angel fish and clownfish in our aquarium. They’re gone.”

			“Gone?”

			Amelia smoothed her skirt. “Yes. Not that I notice such things, but yesterday morning I counted all twelve fish. Today, I counted only ten and upon closer inspection determined that Alice and Nemo were missing.”

			Agatha rolled her eyes. “I’ll look into it after the staff meeting.” 
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			At exactly 9:00, the managers for Old Detectives Home assembled in the staff conference room. Even the thin, consumptive Dash Hammett arrived on time. Only Poe was missing.

			Rexie Stout passed around a box of gooey donuts and everyone dug in. By nine-ten, Poe had not appeared.

			Dash threw his napkin down on the flimsy, imitation-oak conference room table. “I’ll go check his office.”

			Dash left the room and took the stairs to Poe’s basement office. He walked along the corridor, his footfalls echoing in the deserted hallway. The door stood wide open. “Mr. Poe?”

			No answer.

			Dash shivered but got up his gumption and entered the office. He checked the desk and found it immaculate, except for the pendulum clock with a scythe blade swinging back and forth. It made a swooshing sound. A table that had a glass surface covering the top of a wine casket was also clear of any paperwork 

			Dash made a complete circle, taking in the whole office. A large black bird sat on a perch in a cage. It focused its beady eyes on Dash and cawed, “Never again.”

			Dash flinched. It was as if Poe had done no work in the last few days. Come to think of it, he hadn’t been seen in the last few days, so that was probably the case. 

			Only one unusual object in sight—a purple scarf on the carpet. Dash picked it up.

			Upon returning to the conference room, he reported his lack of success in locating the director.

			“Typical,” Dot said.

			“His office gives me the creeps,” Dash said. “Why does he have a bare brick wall for one side of his office?”

			“That man.” Agatha shook her head in disgust. “He has no sense of feng shui.”

			Dash coughed. “And that ridiculous crow Poe keeps as a pet.” 

			“That isn’t a crow,” Agatha said. “It’s a raven.”

			Dash gave a snort. “Well, I did find this scarf on his carpet.”

			Art eyed the scarf. “That appears similar to one found on the beach last night. You’ll have to pass it on to the detective when he arrives.” 

			“E. A.’s probably off riding around on his golf cart,” Dot said. “That’s the only thing he seems to do around here anymore.”

			“Let’s get to what happened last night,” Agatha said. “In the continued absence of Mr. Poe, I’ll run the meeting.”

			No one objected, so Agatha continued. “As the one representative of our staff on the scene last night, I’d like to ask Art Doyle to give a recap.”

			Art flicked a piece of lint off his sleeve. “I was sitting in my office doing paperwork when—”

			“You don’t do paperwork,” Dot interjected. “You accumulate it.”

			“As I was saying before being rudely interrupted.” Art gave Dot a dirty look. “Amelia Butterworth rousted me from my office.”

			Dot laughed. “Ah, Ms. Snoop.”

			Art glared at Dot again. “She informed me of an incident on the beach. I descended the stairs and found a group of residents standing around the body of Ed Wilson. Mr. Wilson had met an untimely demise with signs of multiple forms of disservice done to his body. He had been shot, stabbed with a kitchen knife—”

			Rexie gasped. “Earlier this morning, I noticed one of my filleting knives missing from the kitchen.”

			“Ed Wilson was definitely filleted,” Art said. “He was also poisoned with cyanide, hung by the neck using a towel and covered with a pillow. Come to think of it, one of my maids reported three towels and a pillow missing this morning. You don’t suppose…”

			Agatha tapped her fingers on the table. “Please keep going.” 

			“Okay. Ed had also been drinking liquor—”

			Dash coughed again. “What kind of liquor?” 

			“I would say Jack Daniel’s.”

			“Drat,” Dash said. “I bet it’s my missing bottle.”

			Agatha rapped her knuckles on the table, causing the feeble thing to shake. “Please don’t interrupt. I want to hear Art’s full report.”

			“To continue. Ed Wilson’s body showed tread marks. He also had been bashed in the head. The body had lacerations indicating it had been thrown off the cliff. Finally, Ed was missing a shoe and sock on one foot, and there was a puncture wound on that foot.”

			“Quit a variety of damage done to Ed,” Dot said.

			“And of all these injuries, which caused his death?” Agatha asked.

			“We’ll have to await the coroner’s report for that,” Art said. “And the investigating detective is James Moriarty.”

			Dot laughed. “I dealt with him a year ago when someone broke into our gardening shed. He’s as useless as Ed Wilson.”

			“Now, now, Dot,” Rexie said. “Let’s hear the rest of the story.”

			Art opened his hands toward the other staff members. “That’s about it.”

			At the sound of a knock on the conference room door, everyone turned their heads.

			“Come in,” Agatha shouted.

			The door opened, and Detective Moriarty slithered in, rubbing his hands together. “Good, good. I had hoped to get together with the retirement home managers. I see you’re all assembled.”

			“Except for our truant director, Mr. Poe,” Agatha said.

			Moriarty gave a graceful bow. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Detective James Moriarty of the Omnipodge Police Department. I’m responsible for investigating the murder of Ed Wilson.”

			Agatha leveled her gaze at Moriarty. “And you’re sure it’s murder and not an accidental death or suicide?” 

			“Yes, although we’ll have to await the coroner’s findings to determine the exact cause of death.”

			“Very good,” Agatha said. “From the evidence Mr. Doyle related to us, everything can be explained except for the wound on the victim’s foot.”

			Moriarty wrinkled his brow. “For now I want to interview each of you individually, as well as the residents.”

			Agatha raised her chin. “In the absence of Mr. Poe, I can assure you the people in this room will support your investigation any way we can.”

			“By the by, I have a piece of evidence for you, Detective.” Dash handed him the purple scarf. “This may be similar to the one found on the beach last night that Art Doyle mentioned.”

			Moriarty took the offered scarf. “And where did you find this?”

			“On the rug in Mr. Poe’s office.”

			“I’ll have to check the office.”

			“The door’s open,” Dash said.

			“Good. I want to start by interviewing the residents who were on the beach last night and then speak with each of you further.” Moriarty bowed again and left the room.

			“Do you think he
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