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Author’s Note:

Hello dear reader,

With the Silvermoon Retirement Village cozy mysteries I try and ensure each book is a stand-alone mystery. That way you don’t need to read them in order. However, as the events of Rubies and Revenge follow directly on from the previous book, I do urge you to consider reading Diamonds and Drowning before delving into Alice’s latest tale.

Happy Reading

Rodney
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Prologue
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Vanessa Carson had been to precisely two funerals in her twenty-five years on the planet.

The first, for her pet mouse Whiskers, was a small affair consisting of her mother and herself in the backyard. After a brief eulogy and a lot of tears, Whiskers was buried under the rose bush where (Vanessa found out years later), he’d been promptly dug up by the neighbour’s cat and devoured.

The second was just wrapping up. It had been a lovely service, Vanessa thought as she sat in the back row of the packed church. Filled with equal parts laughter and tears and, as in life, in death no expense had been spared. The casket was solid dark wood with silver handles. There were more flowers than people which, given the church held a hundred, meant that if you suffered from allergies, you were likely doomed to spend the rest of the week blowing your nose and rubbing your eyes. Even without the flower effect, there were plenty of red eyes as the service drew to a close.

The old lady may have rubbed some people up the wrong way, and there was no doubt plenty of people were here for show rather than affection, but Vanessa wasn’t one of them. She had grown very fond of the old woman while working at the Silvermoon Retirement Village. The place was going to be a lot less interesting without her.

Vanessa pulled at her blouse sleeve. The outfit was new and, while she normally liked clothes shopping, the black skirt and pale maroon blouse were not her usual taste. Neither was having her long brown hair hanging loose, rather than in a ponytail.

She shifted her eyes to the front row. Seated on the right were family members, only one of whom Vanessa had ever seen visit. On the left were her friends from Silvermoon – all of her friends, bar one. There was an empty spot between the tall Owen and the smaller figure of Freda. Vanessa frowned and tried to focus on the priest’s words, but her eyes kept drifting back to that empty spot. It would have been easy to fill. Freda could have slid slightly to the right and it would have disappeared. But they’d left it there, a subtle dig at the person who should have been sitting between them, while ignoring the fact she wouldn’t have cared.

As the priest called for everyone to stand for the final hymn, Vanessa slipped out of the church. She probably should have stayed for the family meet-and-greet, but it had been a week since Teresa had died and someone still living needed to hear a few truths.
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‘You can’t hide forever.’

Alice scowled at her young companion. ‘I’ve never hidden from anything in my life – except occasionally from the taxman. And the police.’

‘Why weren’t you at Teresa’s funeral?’ asked Vanessa.

‘I was making preparations.’

‘Were they more important than saying goodbye to a friend?’

‘I’ve already said my goodbyes. Besides—

Vanessa held up her hand. ‘If you’re going to say it’s your fault she’s dead, I don’t want to hear it.’

‘It is.’

‘It’s not and you know it.’

Alice jabbed a finger towards Vanessa. ‘I know many things, young lady – like the fact I should have left you down in reception where I found you.’

Vanessa grinned causing Alice’s scowl to deepen. ‘You love having me around.’

‘I tolerate you.’

‘No, I tolerate you, and only because I’m very patient.’

‘You certainly try mine,’ Alice muttered. She sighed and stretched her neck. In her ninety-eight years (and counting), she’d never had an issue with her back or neck. But since Teresa was murdered after being mistaken for Alice by the killer, Alice’s neck had been aching.

‘I can give you a massage,’ said Vanessa.

‘Only if you want to lose a hand,’ Alice snapped. ‘I’m fine. I just have to lay low until I can figure out a way to get DuPont.’

Vanessa shook her head. ‘I still can’t believe some guy tried to kill you over something you did to his grandfather sixty something years ago.’

‘He’s French,’ Alice replied, as if that explained everything.

‘And you’re sure you can’t go to the police?’

Alice stood up and the crick in her neck gave a twinge of protest. She walked to the kitchen, hoping Vanessa didn’t see her steadying herself on the back of the chair on the way.

‘And say what? Teresa’s killer has clammed up, Rooproop Enterprises has closed down. I don’t even have a description of the man I’m looking for. Do you suggest I go to the police and say, please help me, the descendant of a man I had arrested on the other side of the world has come for revenge?’

‘It does sound a little unbelievable.’

‘A little!’

Alice reached into a cupboard and pulled out a box of cereal. Opening it she retrieved a silver hip flask and took a sip.

‘I still don’t get why you hide those. It’s your apartment. Why not have them on the bench?’

Alice screwed the lid back on and replaced it inside the cereal box. ‘Where’s the fun in that? Besides, if they were out in the open, I’d drink from them all the time. This way I only drink when I need to.’

‘Six.’

Alice looked at her in confusion.

‘Since you’re not telling how many there, six is my guess. Am I right?’

Alice smiled slyly. ‘Now that would ruin the surprise when you clear this place out?’

Vanessa looked around the penthouse Alice called home. Compared to other apartments at the Silvermoon Retirement Village, it was barren. Sure, it had furniture, and the bookshelves were full, but there were no framed photos, no trinkets collected over a lifetime, nothing to reveal anything about the person who lived there. Which was how Alice liked it.

‘Me? Why can’t Amanda clean it out? She is your granddaughter.’

‘Yes, but none of this is going to her in my will.’

‘You actually have a will? I thought you were going to live forever.’

‘I may be too stubborn to die right now, but stubbornness only gets you so far.’

‘True. For example, when I was eight, I told my mother I was going to be an astronaut when I grew up.’

‘Why?’

‘Because space was as far away from my school as I could think of. Anyway, I was adamant for the rest of that year that I was going to go to space camp and learn how to fly a rocket. Nothing would persuade me otherwise.’

‘And?’

‘I went to Splash Planet and slid down a rocket instead.’

Alice blinked. ‘And what has that got to do with anything?’

Vanessa shrugged. ‘You started talking about dying and I panicked. It was the first story I could think of.’

‘I wasn’t talking about dying. I mentioned my will and—’

‘When I was eleven I—’

‘Alright, alright, no more childhood anecdotes. Back to important things. Amanda is investigating Rooproop Enterprises.’

‘You said they were closed down.’

‘They are, but when they were operating, they had to have an owner or director or someone. I can’t believe I didn’t investigate them properly when they were trying to buy Silvermoon. I must be slipping.’

Vanessa wisely chose not to comment, which Alice acknowledged with a tiny nod.

‘DuPont obviously thought he could buy the village and kick me out, but how did he know I owned it in the first place?’

‘I worked with you for a year before I found out, and then that was only because you told me. As far as I know, only you, me, and Tracey knows.’

‘And she’s only included because she manages Silvermoon,’ Alice replied. ‘The whole point was for me to live under the radar and enjoy an anonymous life.’

Vanessa laughed, quickly cutting herself off.  ‘Alice, if you want to live anonymously, then maybe don’t get involved in so many murder cases.’

‘There haven’t been that many!’

‘Five – and that’s just in the last year and a half.’

‘Well, people keep dying near me. What am I supposed to do, let murderers get away with it?’

‘Of course not, but most ninety-eight-year-olds are sitting in the rose garden enjoying the sun, not grappling with killers.’

‘I am not most ninety-eight-year-olds.’

‘I think I can safely say, you’re not like any other people your age.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

They smiled at each other.

It was true that Alice was like no other ninety-eight-year-old. Sure, there were others with the same small thin frame and the same short white hair. But it was very doubtful they were also retired con-artists who’d spent a lifetime lying and cheating people out of their belongings. Or, as Alice put it, ‘fabricating’ and ‘liberating’.

‘So then, what are we going to do?’ asked Vanessa.

‘We are not going to do anything. You’re fired.’

Vanessa stared at her open-mouthed. ‘What?’

‘You’re fired,’ repeated Alice. ‘I’ll pay you for the next two months, but today is your final day in my employ.’

‘But... but...’

‘You’re twenty-five. You’ll easily find another position. Goodbye, Vanessa,’ Alice said, in a cold voice.

Vanessa stood up, then sat down, then stood up again. She examined the determined expression on Alice’s face and then slowly turned and walked out.

Alice heaved a sigh of relief and felt tension leave her shoulders. At least that was one less thing to worry—

The front door burst open and Vanessa marched in.

‘I know what you’re doing... now. It took me a minute. And you, Alice Atkinson, can... can... shove it!’

‘Excuse me?’

Vanessa stormed across the room and poked her finger at Alice’s shoulder. ‘You heard me. You’re trying to get rid of me because you want to protect me.’

‘Why are you yelling at me like that’s a bad thing?’

‘Because I’m angry at you, and angry people yell. Do you honestly think that I would walk away when you need me?’

‘I don’t need you.’

‘Of course you do. I’m younger and fitter. What if you need to climb through a second-storey window holding a ten-kilo weight.’

Alice blinked. ‘That’s a very specific example.’

‘It could happen. My point is, I’m staying.’

‘No matter what I say?’

‘Isn’t my stubbornness one of the things you like about me?’

‘Not right now,’ Alice muttered. ‘Alright, but you stay close and keep your eyes open.’

Vanessa tried and failed to keep the triumphant smile off her face. ‘You forget who was here with you through all those murders. Now what’s the plan?’

‘The plan is to find out who we’re really dealing with. I might know who it is but I don’t know who it is, if you know what I mean.’

‘Barely.’

‘We start with someone who has at least met the man. There were two other people from the company on the boat. I’m meeting one of them in an hour’s time. You can give me a lift.’

‘There,’ Vanessa said, smugly. ‘How would you have got there if you’d sent me away.’

Alice patted her arm. ‘They have this wonderful modern invention called a taxi.’
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The downside of being close to a hundred years old was that disguises didn’t work as well as they used to. Not that Alice had used many in her younger years, preferring to rely on wits rather than wigs. Now however, no matter how many ways she altered her appearance, she still looked like a little old lady. She did have a few tricks up her sleeve but, as she’d already met Fiona, she saw no point deploying them.

They had arranged to meet fifteen minutes out of the city.

Their arrival was via a very indirect route, having taken every possible side street, and doubling back a few times. Alice thought it all unnecessary, but Vanessa was determined to make sure they weren’t being followed. Alice hadn’t liked to point out that their adversary already knew where she lived.

Finally, they arrived at the small suburban café tucked away in the hills above the Porirua harbour.

‘You know there are about seven cafes within a five-minute drive of Silvermoon. Why are we so far out of the city?’ asked Vanessa, as she switched the engine off.

‘The odds of running into the person we’re trying to avoid go down considerably the further out of Wellington we go.’

‘Then maybe we should have gone to Auckland.’

‘That’s a little further than needed,’ Alice replied.

She climbed slowly from the car, taking a moment to get her balance before heading inside.

The café was small and half-full. The beaming man behind the counter greeted them like long lost friends as they placed their order before taking a seat in the corner. Out of habit, Alice chose a seat facing the door.

The only time she didn’t do this was at coffee with friends at Charlie’s, the onsite café at Silvermoon, and even then, she kept an eye behind her via the reflective polished metal of the coffee machine. Alice was cautious from experience rather than nature. On one hand, it had helped keep her alive, and on the other hand it had almost cost her life on a number of occasions. She figured it all balanced out.

‘Which one are we meeting?’

Alice turned to her companion. ‘She won’t be here for another half-hour.’

Vanessa stared at her, then understanding dawned. ‘Get here early and scope the place out. I get it.’

‘So, tell me what you see.’

Alice winced when Vanessa twisted around in her chair to look at the other customers. They’d have to work on that – assuming she survived the next week or so.

Vanessa turned back and, much to Alice’s disgust, leaned in and lowered her voice.

‘The big table are all retired. We passed a village on the way up the road, I’m guessing they all live there. The two women over by the window are talking about one of their husbands who, if I heard right, is in big trouble tonight. And the guy sitting by himself... I can’t get a read on.’

Alice nodded slightly. ‘Let’s keep an eye on that one. Ah, it seems we weren’t the only ones with the idea of arriving early.’

A young woman had just walked in through the door. In her early thirties, she was slightly overweight, with short brown hair and a nervous energy in the way she moved. With everything that had happened to her over the last week, it was no wonder she looked like she’d jump at the tiniest noise.

She spotted Alice and came over, hesitating when she saw Vanessa. ‘Who’s this?’

‘An associate of mine. Vanessa, this is Fiona Bellweather, former employee of the man who’s trying to kill me.’

Vanessa saw the neighbouring table’s startled expressions and stifled a grin.

‘I didn’t know anything about that!’

‘Of course not, dear, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.’

Fiona relaxed a tiny bit. ‘I’m sorry about your friend.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

The drinks arrived and Alice waited until the staff member left before continuing.

‘I need you to tell me everything you know about your employer.’

Fiona picked at her thumbnail and stared at the table like it was the most fascinating thing in the world. Finally, she sighed. ‘I thought it was a good job. You know, up until the end. My last job was managing a café like this. It was stressful trying to be happy all the time, dealing with people complaining that their drink was too hot or too cold, or had too much coffee or not enough coffee. Gosh, just take your drink and leave already! So, when I was approached about this job, I leapt at it.’

‘Who approached you?’

‘Kevin. He came into the café a few times until finally one day he came up and asked me if I wanted a job.’

Alice leaned back in her chair, easing the dull pain in her lower back. ‘Did he tell you what the job was?’

‘Oh sure, he gave me a run down and told me the salary, which was about three times what I was making, so I said yes straight away.’

‘What were you doing?’ Vanessa asked.

‘Client Relations Coordinator,’ replied Fiona, proudly.

‘What is that?’ said Alice.

‘It’s a fancy way of saying she booked meetings and typed up things.’

Fiona scowled. ‘I did more than that. I was responsible for building relationships with our clients. I took them out for lunches.’

Vanessa sniggered and Alice spoke quickly to avert the brewing argument. ‘And who were your clients?’

Fiona shifted uncomfortably in her seat and went back to picking her nail.

‘You don’t work for them anymore,’ Alice said. ‘And it’s quite conceivable that your former employer has already left the country, leaving you to answer questions. Whatever loyalty you feel is misplaced.’

‘Okay, you’re right. Only, they treated me well, and it seems wrong to be talking about this.’

Alice waited for her to continue which, after more silence and nail-picking, she did.

‘There was a mix. First, we had the electric ferry, of course.’

Alice nodded. It had been the ride on the new Wellington harbour ferry that had led to Teresa’s death. Alice had been invited because the ferry owner was the youngest member of an old acquaintance’s family. He had extended the invitation to her and her friends. It was only later she found out the invitation had really been orchestrated by someone else.

‘Then there was a company that was developing biotech.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Alice.

Fiona blinked. ‘Err, I’m not sure actually, but everyone was very excited about it. And there was this retirement village. Kevin was dealing with the purchase negotiation and he had me prepare press statements for when the sale went through.’

‘She would have never sold!’

Fiona looked startled at Vanessa’ outburst. ‘Who?’

‘The owner, dear.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Fiona replied, with a shrug. ‘I just know Kevin was frustrated because the owner kept turning down his offer.’

‘And what about your employer? Did you meet him?’

‘A few times.’

‘And?’ Alice prompted.

‘He was... charming. It sounds old fashioned, but that’s what he was. The first time I met him he kissed my hand and told me that my very being gave the company the light that it needed.’ Her cheeks turned pink. ‘No one had ever said that to me before. It was...’

‘Charming,’ completed Alice.

Fiona nodded.

‘What did he look like?’

‘He was in his late forties, I guess, with a burn scar on the side of his face.’

‘Hair? Eyes?’

‘Yes. Oh, you mean colour? Hair was brown. I don’t know about his eyes.’ Her cheeks changed from pink to red. ‘Every time I looked at him, I couldn’t stop staring at the scar. He walked with a limp as well. He’d been badly hurt in a fire as a child.’

‘He told you that?’

‘Yes, he said it was better to tell people up front, that way they would get over his appearance quicker and he could move on with business.’

‘How progressive of him,’ Alice muttered.

‘He spoke with an accent as well. French, I think. It was very...’

‘Charming,’ Vanessa said, with a hint of sarcasm.

Fiona obviously missed the tone. ‘Yes, it’s a cliché I know, but when someone with a sexy French accent tells you you’re the light, you tend to believe him.’

‘When was the last time you saw him?’ asked Alice. In her opinion, there were far more alluring accents than French.

‘The morning of the ferry trip. He and Sally met with Kevin in his office, and when they came out, Mr Dumas patted me on the shoulder and told me the company was taking a big step that morning and he was excited that I was part of it.’

‘You mean killing my friend.’

‘Oh. I suppose so, yes, but I swear I didn’t know that.’

‘Just for the record his name isn’t Dumas. It’s DuPont.’

‘Oh. Why would he lie about that? Anyway I thought he was talking about the ferry service. We’d invested a lot of money in it and the service was going to launch a few days later. I just thought he meant it was going to make the company a lot of money.’

It seemed like she was going to cry.

Alice sipped her drink and let the woman compose herself. She was inclined to believe Fiona was nothing more than a patsy, and probably more than she realised. Alice didn’t believe for a second that Fiona was randomly plucked from a café. There was more to it than that, she just didn’t know what yet.

‘Is there anything else you can tell us about him? Did you ever see him with anyone apart from the employees? Did you overhear him talking to anyone? Anything that could help us... and keep you out of jail.’

‘Jail! But I told you I was innocent.’

‘Of course, dear. But the police might be a little harder to persuade. So...’ Alice prompted. ‘Anything else?’

‘No, I swear.’

‘Don’t swear, dear, it’s a crutch for those short of vocabulary.’

‘I’m sorry! When he wasn’t talking to us, he used French a lot. My desk was next to his office and when he didn’t close the door properly it was easy to overhear him on the phone, but I couldn’t understand a word he said – even if he wasn’t talking a million miles per hour.’

‘No words that he used a lot?’

Fiona shrugged. ‘I’m sure there were lots of words he repeated, but like I said, he spoke very fast.’

‘Or words that sounded familiar?’ asked Alice.

‘I told you, I don’t speak French.’

‘No, but there are some words that might sound like the English equivalent.’

Fiona started to shake her head, then paused. ‘I thought I heard him say “Granddad” a few times, only it wasn’t exactly that.’

‘Grand-Père?’

They turned to Vanessa.

‘Yes, that could be it. How did you know?’

‘Two years of high school French, most of it forgotten except a few words, and a bit of swearing.’

‘Anything else?’

‘I could ask where the library is.’

‘I was talking to Fiona.’

‘I can’t ask where the library is.’

‘Forget the library,’ snapped Alice. ‘Do you remember any other words he used?’

‘Oh.’ She thought for some time, then smiled. ‘I remember he talked about his dog a lot.’

‘Dog,’ Alice repeated.

‘Yeah, a bijou. He kept saying it over and over so he must really love it.’

Alice sat back in frustration. The last thing she cared about was some mutt.

‘Listen, I wish I could tell you more, but that’s all I know.’

Alice brooded for a moment, then mentally shook herself.

‘Company dinners,’ Vanessa said.

‘What?’

‘Did your boss ever take you out for dinner? Or lunch?’

‘No, unless you count his house as going out.’

Alice gritted her teeth and reminded herself that reaching across the table to slap the girl would count as assault, no matter how justified.

‘You’ve been to his house?’ she said.

‘Of course. He lives in this beautiful penthouse on Oriental Parade. We sat out on his balcony and watched the boats on the water. It was amazing.’

‘We’re going to need that address,’ Vanessa told her.

‘Sure.’ Fiona pulled out her phone, tapped the screen and a second later Alice’s phone pinged.

‘Thank you, dear. That will be all for now.’

Fiona heaved a sigh of relief and scurried out of the café before Alice changed her mind.

‘You know, there’s something I always wanted to ask you. Why do you call people, dear?’ asked Vanessa. ‘Only, it’s the sort of thing you’d expect sweet old ladies to say and, let’s face it, you’re only two of those three words.’

Alice chuckled at Vanessa’s bluntness. It wasn’t always an attribute she appreciated in others, though she herself had been called it many times.

‘When people see people that look like me, and they hear the word dear, they immediately dismiss you as a dotty old woman. If they think they’re talking to a harmless old lady, people feel compelled to say things they normally wouldn’t.’

‘Harmless is not a word I would use for you.’

‘Yes, dear.’

‘I guess that’s not a trick I can use for another few decades.’

‘No, dear.’
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Alice was quiet on the ride home as she considered the best way to break into a penthouse apartment. She would have had no trouble fifty years ago, as she’d successfully done so many times, but her fingers weren’t as supple as they once were, and locks had become more complicated. Besides, if he was anything like her then he would have security cameras. All of which were challenges that could be overcome with a little planning.

Vanessa dropped Alice at the front entrance to her building, then continued down to the parking lot, which was wedged between the onsite café Charlie’s and the exercise building fondly referred to by residents as the ‘Olympic Centre’. While she waited for Vanessa to return, Alice wandered over to the rose garden and sat on the bench to enjoy a moment in the sun. She wasn’t a flower person and had privately grumbled when some residents had gone to management suggesting the planting of a garden right where she could look down on it. But she had grown to appreciate the quietness amongst the sweet-smelling flowers.

The garden was opposite her building, which housed the reception area, offices, dining room, and two floors of apartments. She could see her windows from here. Directly behind her building was the main accommodation building. Ideally she would have built individual cottages, but there wasn’t space, so she’d settled for a large luxurious building with forty apartments. Along with the two buildings, and the recreation centre, there was an onsite café, and the carpark. The Silvermoon Retirement Village was small by comparison to others, but it was also one of the best. Alice made sure of that. Almost no one knew she was the owner, but that didn’t mean she didn’t take pride in how the place was perceived.

A soft cough startled her.

She turned to see a young stranger standing a few feet away, nervously shuffling her feet and twisting her hands together.

‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ the woman said. ‘Are you Alice Atkinson?’

Alice studied the newcomer before beckoning her to come and sit down. ‘And you are?’

‘Sadie Wilkins. I just moved into Apartment 3F.’

Sadie was in her early sixties, well dressed in light blue slacks and a short-sleeved blouse, her long dark hair peppered with grey. Thin rimmed glasses completed her outfit.

‘Welcome to Silvermoon,’ Alice said.

‘Thank you,’ Sadie replied, with a grateful smile. ‘We only moved in yesterday – or rather, I did. My husband is in hospital at the moment, with kidney stones. He’ll be joining me once he’s discharged.’

Alice looked to see if Vanessa was coming yet. The last thing she felt like doing was making polite conversation with a stranger.

‘But that’s by-the-by. They said I should introduce myself to you.’

‘Who’s they?’  

‘Well, everyone I talked to,’ Sadie replied. ‘Apparently, you’re the village litmus paper. If I get your okay, then I guess I pass the test.’

Alice waved a hand dismissively. ‘That’s a considerable exaggeration.’

‘They also said you were a little... stern.’

‘Stern?’

‘Well, grumpy was the exact word.’

‘Yes,’ Alice said, ‘well, that’s less of an exaggeration.’

‘I don’t know what you’ve got to be grumpy about though, this place is paradise. We were so glad we managed to get a spot. It’s like winning the lottery.’

Alice had never won the lottery, though she had relieved several winners of some of the burden of wealth. She made a non-committal sound.

‘Anyway, I won’t disturb you, I just wanted to say hello.’ Sadie stood up, smiled, then left Alice alone.

Alice tried to go back to enjoying the sun and quiet, but the interruption had spoiled the moment. Instead, she turned her mind to the situation with DuPont. It had become apparent that Vanessa wasn’t going to do what was she was told, and Teresa’s death showed that the people close to Alice weren’t safe. There was only one course of action. She was going to have to run away.

She found herself smiling, despite the seriousness of the situation, remembering the first time she’d run away from home. She’d only gotten as far as the end of the road before her mother had fetched her back. The next time had been in her twenties, where she’d gone as far as the next town over. Finally, in the 1950s, she had run away to the other side of the world. That time, she’d discovered, a side of herself she hadn’t known existed, and had earned her more than enough funds to send back to New Zealand to care for her daughter.

If anyone were ever to ask – and no one had been brave enough to – Alice didn’t regret leaving her daughter behind to be raised by her grandmother. There were many reasons (and most were selfish), but she genuinely believed her little girl had been better off for it.

Alice was shaking the memory away, as Vanessa approached.

‘There you are. I went up to the apartment first and couldn’t find you.’

The worry in her voice annoyed Alice. She was supposed to worry about other people, not the other way around. ‘I think I’m safe in the rose garden, Vanessa, unless you think our adversary has hired some killer bees.’

Vanessa sat down next to Alice. ‘Who was the woman I saw you with?’

‘Her name is Sadie. She just moved in and wanted to introduce herself.’

‘That’s nice.’

‘I suppose. I think I liked it better when people left me alone.’

Vanessa laughed. ‘And miss the opportunity to show everyone how much smarter than them you are? That doesn’t sound right.’

‘I don’t need to prove anything to anyone.’

‘I never said you did, but a gentle reminder is something you’re quite fond of.’

Alice glared at Vanessa, who grinned.

‘I’m tired,’ Alice said. ‘I think a short nap upstairs is in order, before planning the next step. Why don’t you get yourself some lunch and come up in two hours.’

Vanessa’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

‘What am I going to do? Pack my bags, hire a car, and flee the scene will you’re eating grilled cheese and onion sandwiches?’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Good, that’s settled. Off you go. I need you at your sharpest and you can’t do that on an empty stomach.’

‘I am hungry,’ Vanessa admitted. ‘Do you want me to bring you anything?’

‘No, I’ll poach an egg or something.’

They walked together to the steps of the building, where Vanessa peeled off. Alice saw her look over her shoulder as she walked away, clearing thinking Alice was up to something.

Which of course she was.

Upstairs in the apartment, Alice dragged her old suitcase from the bottom of the wardrobe, and hastily threw some clothes into it. Then she called a car service she’d used previously. With a hefty tip offered, they promised to be there within 30 minutes. Finally, Alice went to the bookcase in her living room and pulled down her copy of Oliver Twist. The inside had been hollowed out, forming a small compartment, from which she withdrew a thousand dollars in cash, and an old cellphone. The cash had been there for years. The phone she’d put there two years back, bringing it out every few months to make sure it still worked. She placed both items in a small handbag.

Meanwhile, she left her current phone on the bench. Her granddaughter Amanda’s number was memorised and the whole idea was that no one else would be able to contact her. Safer to leave it behind than have it clunking around in her bag.

Standing at the apartment door, she scanned the room one last time, hoping that this wouldn’t be the last time she would see it. For a moment, she hesitated. Was leaving her sanctuary really the right move?

Her resolve hardened and she turned away. It wouldn’t be much of a sanctuary if it was under attack. She was the target. If she wasn’t here, then everyone would be safe.

Closing the apartment door, she pressed the elevator button.

The doors slid open, revealing a crowd inside.

‘I knew it!’
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‘Ican explain.’

‘You were leaving to protect us.’

Alice glared at Owen. ‘Alright, you can explain. How did you know?’

‘Easy,’ Vanessa said. ‘You were too concerned about me eating. You never worry about me eating. And you said you were going for a nap. You’ve always told me midday naps are for old people, and since you refuse to consider yourself old, I knew you were lying. Let me take that.’

Vanessa grabbed Alice’s bag and unlocked the apartment door. She held it open while Owen, Freda, Les, and a reluctant Alice walked through.

‘I don’t see what’s wrong with wanting to protect the people I care about.’

‘Absolutely nothing, Alice,’ replied Freda. ‘As long as you know it works both ways.

‘I’ll get you some lunch. I assume you haven’t eaten between all the packing and sneaking,’ Vanessa said. She went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

‘Teresa is dead because of me.’ Alice stood stubbornly in the middle of the living area while the others found seats.

‘No, she’s dead because of that... that despicable man,’ Les said, with a scowl. ‘If I was twenty years younger, I would have...’

‘Yes, dear,’ Freda said, gazing at her husband with affectionate amusement. ‘We know you would have. The upshot is, Alice, we have no intention of letting you run away.’

‘I wasn’t running away.’

‘Making a tactical withdrawal then,’ Owen suggested.

Alice mulled over those words for a moment, then reluctantly took her usual position on the couch.

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ she said, with a sigh. ‘But I need you to acknowledge that it would be safer for everyone if I wasn’t here.’

Owen crossed his legs and steepled his fingers, a move she knew meant he was thinking carefully. As a former banker, the seventy-nine-year-old had spent his career weighing all sides before making a decision.

‘Only if you acknowledge that your leaving would only make us safer if the man you’re seeking to avoid knows you’ve gone.’

Alice blinked.  ‘Well, of course I’d thought of that,’ she said.

Owen’s expression remained neutral, but from the slight narrowing of his eyes she could see he was rightly sceptical. She hadn’t thought that far ahead at all, and of course it was the most important factor. Perhaps a bit more thinking was required.

‘Regardless of what happens,’ Freda said, ‘you always said they would have to carry you out of here in a wooden box, not in the back of a town car.’

‘Which we sent away,’ added Vanessa.

‘We’re stronger than you think we are.’

Alice quickly blinked away the moisture forming in the corner of her eye.

‘What’s the plan then?’ asked Les. ‘And don’t say you leaving.’

‘That was the plan,’ she admitted. ‘But I can see I made a mistake in surrounding myself with stubborn, silly people.’

‘Like attracts like,’ said Owen, with a smile. ‘Perhaps it would help if we knew why this person is after you so doggedly.’

Alice had been dreading this moment. If there was one thing she disliked more than talking about her past, it was talking about an incident that came back to haunt her. She supposed it was a small miracle it hadn’t occurred more often.

‘Back in the mid 1950’s I found myself on a boat off the coast of France. I’d been invited as a guest, thinking to spend a few days enjoying the sun.’

And help myself to a necklace. She thought it best to keep that bit to herself.

‘The first night out there was a murder. After investigating I determined the culprit was Theodore DuPont. He was a charming man, and I was sorry it turned out to be him. Although he did try and kill me twice so I wasn’t that sorry. He was arrested and sentenced to life in prison. The man behind Teresa’s death is his relative.’

‘Are you saying after sixty odd years they’ve finally come for revenge?’ Freda asked. ‘Why? And why now?’

‘I’d imagine it took them that long to find me. I wasn’t exactly using my real name at the time. Or accent. And my appearance is a little different now.’

‘And that’s why you believe you are to blame. Even though this is clearly the fault of a deranged family,’ Owen said.

‘Committed? Yes, deranged, I’m not so sure.’

‘I thought the man who killed Teresa worked for someone called Dumas.’

Alice nodded at Les. ‘Porthos Dumas. Porthos is one of the musketeers and Alexander Dumas was the author who created him. One of the islands we sailed past all those years ago was the literary burial place of Porthos. It seems the man was daunting me even with his alias. Alright. I need to think. If I promise not to tie my sheets together and shimmy down the side of the building, will you all go away?’

They reluctantly agreed and filed out, all except Vanessa who shut the door while still inside the apartment.

‘I can’t think with you here.’

‘Of course you can. Some of your best thinking happens with me in the room. Besides, that’s twice you’ve tried to ditch me today, and although I half think you’re joking about the sheet thing, part of me believes you’d do it just to show you still can.’

‘I could if I wanted.’

‘You could also end up an Alice-pancake on the front steps.’

Vanessa went back to the kitchen, and in a short time brought Alice a tray with an English muffin, an egg and a glass of water.

‘That’s for your stomach,’ she said. Then Vanessa reached under the coffee table and pulled out a large silver hip flask that was taped there. ‘And that’s for your brain.’

‘Damn, you do know me.’ Alice smiled.

She was very fond of her companion, and was pleased with her progress. Alice had first noticed Vanessa while the young woman was working at Silvermoon as a concierge (a fancy receptionist). Alice had spotted straight away that her potential was wasted behind a desk, but she had taken some time to decide whether to do anything about it.

‘In all seriousness, I can’t focus on DuPont if I’m looking after you lot.’

‘Alice,’ Vanessa replied, gently, ‘who do you think has been looking after you while you’re looking after us?’

‘I look after myself.’

‘Of course you do. How’s the egg?’

‘It’s fi... Alright. I’ll reluctantly concede that having you around can, on occasion, be more useful than irritating.’

Vanessa grinned. ‘Probably one of the nicest things you’ve said about me. Now can we finish this conversation once and for all and get on with how we’re going to deal with DuPont? Like, do we even know his first name?’

‘Well, since he was using an alias with his employees, no we don’t.’

Alice thought while she ate her egg.

‘If Theodore DuPont went to prison, there must be a public record,’ Vanessa said. ‘And since most records are now online, I can do some digging. I’ll see if I can find out what happened to him. Or at least find out about his family.’

‘Good idea. And I’ve had another one – a way to draw him out of hiding.’

‘How?’

‘I’m going to sell Silvermoon.’
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‘You’re going to what?!’

‘He’s been trying to buy it for a while, all I have to do is let him know that I’m so saddened by the death of my friend I’ve decided to move. He’ll have to reveal himself to complete the deal.’

‘Or he could send his lawyer or do it over email. There’s no guarantee that will get you face to face with the man.’

Alice nodded. ‘I know that. It’s just a distraction anyway.’

‘While you do what?’

‘While I break into his apartment. Here’s your lesson for the day – there are always two types of actions, visible and invisible, and they can often happen at the same time. Visible – he thinks he’s finally got to me and I’m panic-selling Silvermoon. Invisible – I search his apartment and find out everything I can about the man.’

‘Don’t let the left hand see what the right hand is doing sort of thing. Okay I get that, but you’re not really selling Silvermoon, are you?’

‘Don’t be silly, dear. Why are you smiling?’

‘You called me silly. You only do that when you’re confident in your plan. Alice is back.’

‘Alice never left,’ Alice replied.

‘Oh yes she did. But anyway, there’s still one flaw. Don’t you think you’re a little too old – I mean rusty – to break into an apartment? Maybe I should do it. Or Amanda.’

‘Amanda is busy. And while you’ve come a long way in your training, I don’t think you’re ready for this.’

Vanessa crossed back to the couch and sat down. ‘Alice, I’ve been sneaking around places I shouldn’t have for years. I was a teenage girl pretty recently remember.’

Alice stared at her, then chuckled. ‘Alright, but this is a little different from sneaking out the bedroom window to avoid your father knowing what you were wearing.’

‘More like sneaking in so he didn’t know how late I was, but yeah, I get that. But, Alice, I can do this.’

‘You won’t know what you’re searching for. However,’ Alice said holding up a hand to stall the inevitable protest, ‘you can come with me.’

‘Done. When are we going?’

‘The first step is reconnaissance. We need to see what we’re dealing with before breaking in. We’ll take your car since you sent mine away.’

‘I just need to change. What is the appropriate clothing for staking out the apartment of the man who is trying to kill your employer?’

‘I find casual clothes fit most occasions.’

Vanessa looked down at her jeans and T-shirt. ‘So, no balaclava then?’

‘Only if you want to look like you’re going to break in.’ Alice got to her feet and disappeared into her bedroom.

‘But we are going to break in,’ Vanessa called out.

‘Yes, but we don’t want to look like it.’

Alice reappeared with a small make-up case. She put it on the kitchen bench and unlatched the lid.

‘I thought you didn’t believe in disguises.’

Alice carefully cracked open a plastic bag and, inserting a finger, withdrew a small dark brown object.

‘What’s that? Cyanide pill? Listening device? Really, really small ninja outfit?’

‘It’s a disguise.’

Alice applied something from a tube to the object, then pressed it firmly to her cheek. When she withdrew her hand, Vanessa gaped.

‘Alice, it’s like it actually belongs on your face.’

‘That is the point, dear.’

‘I can’t stop staring at it.’

‘That’s also the point.’ An idea popped into Alice’s head and she shelved it for later.

Vanessa reached out a finger. ‘I just want to touch it.’

‘If you must,’ Alice replied, with a sigh.

‘I don’t know what moles are supposed to feel like, but that feels real to me.’ She wiped her finger on her jeans. ‘How is it a disguise?’

Alice snapped the make-up case closed. ‘You said it yourself – you can’t stop staring at it. If you were seeing me for the first time and providing a description, what would it be?’

‘Thin, gray hair, giant mole on her... oh.’

‘Right. It’s such an obvious feature that it dominates the description.’

‘Like Clark Kent’s glasses.’

‘I have no idea what that means. Come on, let’s set things up.’

They went down to the ground floor, and through the door behind the reception desk. At the end of a short hallway was the office of Tracey Miller, the Silvermoon Retirement Village Manager.

‘Alice,’ Tracey said, when Alice walked in without knocking. ‘I’m afraid now is not the best time.’

‘Tracey, when did the last offer come in from Rooproop Enterprises to buy Silvermoon?’

Startled at the request, it took Tracey a moment to delve into her laptop to find the information. ‘Two weeks ago. Which I passed on to you as requested.’  She looked at Alice is if trying to place something. ‘Alice, er, you seem to have something on your face.’

‘Yes. I want you to go back to them and say I’m considering their offer.’

Tracey’s eyes widened. ‘Alright, but you always told me that you had no interest in selling.’

‘Teresa’s death has impacted me more than I thought,’ Alice said.

To Vanessa’s amusement, Alice sniffed and dabbed at the corner of her eye with a tissue.

‘I’m not saying that I will sell, but I’d like to explore their offer in more detail. If you could please let them know and set up a meeting.’

‘Of course, I’ll do it now.’

She lifted the desk phone as Alice and Vanessa left the office.

‘You don’t think the tissue was too much?’

‘It had to be believable,’ replied Alice. ‘Right, let’s go check out this penthouse.’

‘Tracey didn’t fall for your disguise.’

‘Because she knows me. Disguising myself from people who know me would require more than a mole.’

‘Two moles?’ Vanessa suggested.

‘At least.’

Oriental Parade was a fancy name for a stretch of beach that ran along one side of Wellington harbour. It was named after one of the early settler ships which had arrived over a hundred and fifty years ago – a fact that Vanessa offered up, enquiring whether Alice had been on the ship. A sharp elbow to the ribs had been Alice’s response. On warm days it was virtually impossible to find a car park, as Wellingtonians took the opportunity to pretend that sunny weather wasn’t usually ruined by cold winds.

Luckily the day was overcast, and the wind meant there were plenty of parks. The only people around were bundled up or running, in an attempt to fend off the cold.

They parked opposite the address Fiona had given them. It was a new building, wedged between two older ones, with shiny glass-edged balconies and a fancy name over the front door.

‘The Spinnaker,’ Vanessa muttered. ‘Why do they name buildings after boat parts?’

‘Either they think it’s clever, or it’s a marketing thing. People like living in buildings with names. It makes them feel special.’

‘Why didn’t you name your building then?’

Alice unclipped her seatbelt and adjusted the rear-view mirror so she could see the entrance behind them. ‘I don’t need a building to feel special.’  

They watched the front entrance for a while, and although a lot of people passed by, only one, a young woman pushing a stroller, exited.

‘You know they might have a buzzer system,’ Vanessa suggested.

‘Most likely they do.’

‘Buzzers usually have names on them.’

Alice kept her eyes on the mirror. ‘Then what are you waiting for?’

Vanessa slipped out of the car and crossed the road, heading straight for the building.

Alice sighed and made a mental note to add how to covertly approach a building to Vanessa’s training plan.

As she watched Vanessa, Alice’s phone buzzed with a message from Tracey confirming she’d talked to Rooproop Enterprises and they were eager to sit down with her.

She tapped out a reply, finishing just as Vanessa got back into the car.

‘There are two apartments on each floor. The top floor had one name and one blank. The name was Dumas.’

‘Good,’ replied Alice.

‘When are we going in?’

‘Once we know there’s no one home.’

‘And how do we do that? I know, pretend to have a delivery for him. That’s what they do in the movies.’

‘And what happens if he answers?’

‘Tell him we’ve got the wrong address?’

‘I’ve got a better idea. Let’s actually have something delivered. Call a florist and send some flowers to the apartment. Make them for Violet Tumbleton.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘Someone he couldn’t possibly link to me.’

‘Okay, but flowers are too slow. I’ll get some food delivered.’

Alice looked at her in puzzlement. ‘You mean like groceries?’

‘No, I was thinking Thai food.’

‘What’s wrong with flowers?’

‘Nothing,’ Vanessa replied, as her fingers danced across the phone screen. ‘But they take too long. If I order through this app, it should be here within thirty minutes.’

‘Thirty minutes,’ Alice repeated. ‘Are you sure?’

‘How do you think I eat most of the time? And done. Now we wait.’

They passed the time studying pedestrians. Alice would wait until someone walked past, then asked Vanessa to detail everything she could remember about them. She was pleased with her accuracy, only occasionally having to point out something that Vanessa had missed.

‘The food is here,’ Vanessa said.

Alice glanced at her watch and saw thirty-five minutes had gone by.

They watched the delivery person press the buzzer and wait. After a moment, the door opened and he went through.

‘I guess he’s home after all.’

Alice grunted noncommittedly.

A few minutes later, the delivery man reappeared without the food.

‘What now?’ asked Vanessa.

‘Now you run across the road and say you ordered the food, but put the wrong apartment number on it.’

‘Why?’

‘Go! Before he leaves.’

Vanessa caught the man just as he started his moped. There was a short conversation, before Vanessa returned to the car.

‘He said there was no answer at the apartment, so he buzzed a different one to be let in. He left the food outside the door to the apartment on the order. I said I’d go get it. How did you know?’

‘I didn’t, but never assume. Come on, let’s see what we can find out.’

Alice was stiff from sitting in the car for so long, but by the time she’d hobbled across the road, her blood had started pumping and she felt better.

‘How do we get in?’ asked Vanessa.

‘We ask nicely. Vanessa, hold the door for the nice lady.’

They’d arrived just as the young woman with the stroller had returned. She was red faced and puffing slightly.

They waited for her to enter her code, then Vanessa held the door for her to enter.

‘Thanks,’ the woman said, with a grateful smile.

‘Our pleasure, dear. Believe it or not, I remember what it’s like to have a newborn.’

‘The hardest part is I used to run marathons, now walking to the supermarket leaves me puffed.’

‘That’ll pass,’ Alice said. ‘Although I’ve never run a marathon – not unless I was being chased.’

The woman laughed and Alice smiled, although she was being serious. Running was only appropriate if you were going towards something valuable or away from something dangerous. Otherwise, getting from one place to another was what cars were for.  

‘Which floor?’ asked Vanessa, as the elevator doors slid open.

‘Second, thanks.’

As they crowded into the tiny space, the baby issued an ear-splitting scream. The mother slumped against the wall, exhaustion and defeat etched firmly into her face.

‘You could use a cup of tea, dear. Why doesn’t Vanessa put the kettle on for you, while I find out what’s wrong with this little one. Oh, what a gorgeous baby.’

Alice leaned into the stroller and tickled the bawling baby under the chin. ‘Who’s a good girl?’

The baby sniffed and stared at the stranger with trembling lips.

‘If you can get her to stay quiet, I’ll throw in some stale crackers and a half-eaten chocolate cake.’  The woman fumbled in her bag for keys and opened her apartment door.

Inside was spotless, and for a moment Alice wondered if they had accidentally entered a showroom.  She tensed, her eyes automatically scanning the room once more, examining for escape routes and threats.

‘Actually, I lied,’ the woman said.

Alice slowly drifted to the left, putting a chair between her and the woman.

‘I ate the chocolate cake for breakfast. But there are definitely crackers. I think.’

Alice felt her shoulders ease. She nodded to Vanessa.

‘Right, how about that cup of tea. My great grandmother will take care of...’

‘Talia.’

‘Talia,’ Vanessa repeated.

‘And I’m Astrid.’

‘Well, Astrid, you sit down and I’ll figure out where everything is.’

Astrid collapsed gratefully onto the white leather couch. ‘Honestly, I’m so exhausted, even if you were homicidal maniacs I wouldn’t stop you. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’d have to kill you if you hurt Talia, but do what you want with me.’

Alice struggled with the stroller seatbelt for a moment, then lifted Talia out, grunting a little at the unexpectedly heavy child. Alice quickly sat on the single chair and cradled Talia into her. The baby appeared fascinated by Alice’s face and reached out with thin little fingers.

‘I can promise you, we are just good Samaritans who happened to be in the right place at the right time,’ said Alice. ‘Although, if I am being totally honest, my great granddaughter is hunting for a new apartment, and we liked the look of this place from the outside. What’s it like living here?’

‘Stressful. Sorry, that sounds ungrateful. The apartment is lovely, but my husband insists that the place is immaculate all the time, which was fine before Talia came along, but now I have to drink two coffees before I even have the energy to get dressed.’

‘I see.’ Alice’s eyes narrowed.

Vanessa asked, quickly, ‘How soundproof are the walls? I’ve heard a lot of places like these have paper thin walls and you can hear everything your neighbours are doing.’

‘I hope not,’ Astrid said, with a laugh. ‘All they’d hear was crying twenty-four hours a day. Some of it from my daughter.’

‘What about through the ceiling? My granddaughter’s friend’s hairdresser moved into a place and all he could hear was people overhead clumping around.’

Astrid shook her head. ‘Mr Dumas is so quiet I can never tell when he’s home or not.’

Alice felt a flutter on hearing her adversary’s alias.

‘If I had a view like that, I’d never leave,’ Vanessa said, as she handed Astrid a cup of tea.

Alice saw that baby Talia had fallen asleep. Her mouth was slightly open and a line of drool crept down the side of her cheek. Alice brushed aside long-forgotten memories.  ‘Now, Beatrice, you know what I’ve always said. If you have to live anywhere, live at the top. Perhaps we should go and see this Mr Deepon to see if he’d consider selling.’

‘Dumas,’ Astrid corrected her. ‘I’ve only spoken to him a couple of times so I don’t know his situation, but I do know that he’s renting because we all are. All the apartments in this building are owned by some corporation in Singapore. Although the apartment next to his is empty, I think. At least, I’ve never seen anyone going in there.’

‘Oh well, it was worth asking. This one has fallen asleep. Where would you like her?’

Astrid jumped up and took the baby from Alice, disappearing through a door, returning empty handed a few moments later. ‘Hopefully she’ll sleep for a couple of hours.’

‘Perhaps you should too,’ suggested Vanessa.

‘I wish. The bathroom is a mess, I need to clean it before Simon gets home. He gets grumpy if he sees it dirty.

‘Does he now?’ Alice said.

‘Speaking of which, could I use the bathroom before we go?’ asked Vanessa.

‘Sure, second door on the right.’

As they waited for Vanessa, Astrid’s head bobbed a couple of times as she fought to keep her eyes open. When Vanessa returned, she gave Alice a look.

Astrid jumped to her feet. ‘I’m sorry it was such a pigsty.’

Vanessa held up her hand. ‘Your husband is an idiot. That bathroom was so clean, I spent most of my time in there hunting for signs of dirt and failing to find any. If you don’t sit back down on the couch and rest, I will hunt down your miserable excuse for a man and explain to him carefully, and painfully, how much of an idiot he is.’

Astrid’s eyes went wide. ‘I...’

‘Sit!’ Vanessa ordered.

Astrid did as she was told, then burst into tears.

Vanessa shot a panicked look at Alice, who waved for her to keep going. Vanessa sat next to Astrid and gave her a hug. The sobbing lasted only a few minutes before slowly tailing off. Alice saw Astrid’s eyes had closed and whispered for Vanessa to extract herself from the hug. Once she was standing, Vanessa took the blanket off the back of the couch and lay it over the exhausted mother.

The two women crept to the front door and didn’t speak until it had closed behind them.

‘I am so angry right now,’ Vanessa said through clenched teeth.

‘I never would have guessed. You hide it well.’

‘How could he not see his wife is shattered?’

‘Two possibilities,’ Alice replied. She pressed the up button and the elevator doors slid open. ‘One, he does see and doesn’t care. Or two, he doesn’t see and, as you eloquently said, is an idiot.’

‘Either way he needs a good kick in the—’

‘Yes dear, most men do at some point.’

The third floor mirrored the floor below, with two apartments and two front doors.

The smell of Thai food hit them as soon as the elevator opened. Two plastic bags filled sat outside one door.

‘Definitely no one home there then.’

‘It would appear not.’

Alice stood for a moment, studying both doors. Then she stepped back into the elevator.

‘Where are you going? He’s not home, why don’t we,’ Vanessa lowered her voice to a whisper, ‘break in? Now’s our chance.’

‘Never let yourself into a place you don’t belong when you have no idea how long it’s going to be empty. He might not be home right now, but he could walk through the door at any point. We need to have a guaranteed window.’

‘Okay, how do we do that?’

‘It’s already in play.’

‘Then why did we come up here?’

‘What’s one of the first things I taught you?’

‘Elbows and knees are sharper that stomachs and testicles.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Sometimes the most valuable things aren’t the shiniest.’

‘Also yes, however—’

‘Fear is your biggest enemy. Hang on that might be from a movie.’

‘Vanessa!’

Vanessa grinned as she held the door open for Alice. ‘Nothing beats in person recon.’

‘Yes, exactly. When we do come back later, we will know the general layout of the apartment, assuming they are all the same, and we have a front door code.’

‘How do we....? You spied on Astrid when she opened the door.’

‘Yes, and so should have you.’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘Don’t call me boss.’

‘No, boss.’

‘You’re fired.’

‘No, boss.’

Alice slammed the car door, cutting off Vanessa’s laugh. 

The drive back was short and uneventful, but when they came up the driveway at Silvermoon, Alice’s chest tightened around her heart.

There was an ambulance parked in front of the main building.
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Vanessa stopped next to the ambulance and Alice was out the door with speed that surprised even her. The back of the ambulance was open and empty.

As Alice started up the front steps, the doors to the building opened and two uniformed ambulance officers walked slowly out, with Tracey behind them.

‘Alice, everything is fine,’ Tracey said.

Alice’s opinion of Tracey increased.

‘The new resident, Sadie Wilkins, had some heart palpitations, so we called the ambulance as a precaution.’

‘Very wise,’ said one of the officers. ‘We’d rather come out and find everything is alright than not be called at all.’

Tracey thanked them and they watched the officers load all their gear, climb in and drive off.

‘Freda is sitting with her at the moment,’ Tracey said. ‘I need to go back and write up an incident report. Excuse me, ladies.’

‘I don’t have the heart to tell her that I never read those.’

‘Wait, you get all the incident reports?’

‘Of course, as the owner I’m entitled to know if something important happens around here.’

Vanessa’s cheeks paled. ‘Even the ones involving staff?’

‘Of course,’ Alice said again.

‘Um...’

‘Like I said, I never read them. I think we should go and check on our new resident. Just to make sure it is heart-related and nothing more sinister.’

‘Good idea,’ Vanessa said quickly, offering her arm to Alice as support on the stairs.

‘And on the way, I can tell you all about how being twenty is not an excuse for sneaking your boyfriend into the swimming pool after hours.’

Vanessa’s cheeks went from white to dark pink in seconds. ‘I thought you never read them.’

‘Well, perhaps I skim them every now and then.’

‘If it makes you feel any better, I found out he was only using me for the gym and pool.’

‘Depends what you did about that.’

‘I maybe ran over his favourite jacket, multiple times.’

‘Now, that makes me feel better.’

When they arrived at Sadie’s apartment, the door was open. Vanessa knocked and a familiar voice called them in. They found Freda and Sadie sitting on the couch sipping cups of tea.

‘Hello, Alice, Vanessa. Just in time for a cuppa.’

‘I’ll get it,’ Vanessa said.

‘How are you, Sadie?’ asked Alice.

‘Oh, embarrassed. I felt a little funny in the chest and totally overreacted and called the ambulance.’

‘Now don’t be silly, Sadie,’ said Freda. ‘You absolutely did the right thing, didn’t she, Alice?’

‘Yes, the ambulance is a regular visitor here. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.’

Sadie looked relieved.

‘Sadie and I were just discussing how she sometimes gets funny little turns – that’s what my mother used to call them, which is such a strange saying, don’t you think? What does it even mean?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Here you go.’ Vanessa placed a teacup on the coffee table in front of Alice. ‘Sadie, do you mind if I use your bathroom?’

‘Well, I...’

‘It’s just that I’m busting.’ She did a little jiggle on the spot which Alice thought was a nice touch.

‘Oh, alright, it’s through there.’

Vanessa rushed off, leaving the ladies to sip their tea and chat.

‘How are you settling in?’

‘Fine, I’ll be happier when my husband gets out of hospital.’

‘What’s he in for, Sadie?’ Freda asked.

‘He has Crohn’s Disease. Most of the time he’s okay, but every now and then it acts up. He should be out in a few days. I was getting ready to go and visit him when all this happened. He will be wondering where I am, so...’ She glanced at her watch.

‘I’ll get Les to drive you.’

‘No, no that’s fine, I have a car.’

Vanessa came back just as they all stood up.

‘I’m glad you’re feeling better,’ Alice said. ‘If you need anything, Vanessa can help you out.’

‘Thank you so much, I’ve felt very welcome. And thank you for staying with me, Freda. I’ll buy you a coffee at the café when I’m back.’

They all filed out of the apartment and stood for a moment on the path.

‘Les has started karate lessons,’ Freda announced.

Les had taken retirement as a challenge to take up as many different hobbies as possible. So far, he’d done weightlifting, choir, and it seemed martial arts were the next thing. Alice gave it two months.

‘He’s a bit spooked by what happened to Teresa and is convinced that I need protecting from a range of hired hitmen out to get me.’

‘Tell him to be careful, it’s easier to throw a hip than a person at his age.’

Freda chuckled. ‘I like that. I’m going to tell him right now.’

She headed in the direction of her apartment, leaving Alice and Vanessa to walk slowly back home.

‘What did you find?’

‘How do you know I was looking for something? Maybe I just needed to use the bathroom.’

Alice remained quiet and Vanessa sighed.    

‘Okay, but I did need to use the bathroom. You know in the movies you’d open a bathroom cabinet and there’d be all these prescription bottles that would tell you everything you needed to know about their health? It’s not like that in real life.’

‘Of course not,’ Alice replied. ‘You take your tablets in the kitchen not the toilet. Was there anything of interest?’

‘I think so, but it was more what wasn’t there that was interesting.’

‘Anything to show a man lives there?’

Vanessa threw her hands up in disgust. ‘I hate it when you do that.’

‘Yes, dear, I know.’

‘You’re right, of course,’ Vanessa grumbled. ‘No shaver, deodorant, aftershave, nothing.’

‘Of course, he is in hospital. Perhaps he has all those things with him?’

‘Maybe.’ Vanessa reflected as they walked. ‘But then why did you say there was no evidence of a man living there?’

‘A few things. There were photos on the side table, but none with a man in them. And when I first met her, she said her husband was in hospital with kidney stones. Just now she said he was in hospital with Crohn’s Disease. Also, did you notice her hand?’

Vanessa frowned. ‘Her hand... Wait, yeah, no wedding ring.’

‘Exactly. Now none of those things are damning evidence. A lot of people don’t wear their rings. When I married the Prince, we exchanged necklaces.’

After a few steps Alice realised she was walking alone. She turned to see Vanessa gaping at her.

‘Oh, he wasn’t a real prince, and the minister was in on it, but the necklace was definitely real and very valuable.’

‘How valuable?’

‘Let’s just say there would be a lot less swimming going on around here without it. Now are you planning on standing there the rest of the day or shall we continue?’

Vanessa shook her head and started walking. ‘I don’t know why I’m surprised. Everything that comes out of your mouth is astonishing.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

‘So what are we going to do about Sadie? You don’t think...’

‘That’s never been a problem. Are you going to finish your sentence?’

Vanessa waited until they passed two gardeners working on a flower bed before continuing. ‘The timing is suspicious. We’ve got this DuPont thing going on, and suddenly a new resident shows up, makes a point of introducing herself to you, and there’s a whole lot of inconsistencies with her story. Maybe she’s a spy.’

Alice had already considered and dismissed this notion, but she had to admit there was a certain logic to it. It was just the timing that convinced her DuPont had nothing to do with Sadie’s arrival. If you’re going to plant a spy, you do it at the beginning, not the end. There was definitely something off about Sadie’s story, but Alice was confident it had nothing to do with her other issue, and she didn’t have the energy to investigate Sadie further.

Back in her apartment she paused by the window to let the sun warm her bones. She didn’t like waiting for things to happen, but right now, short of busting down DuPont’s front door and having it out with him, there was nothing she could do.

It bothered her.

A younger Alice – Alice in her prime – would have devised several ingeniously devilish plans, each one more intricate and brilliant. The trouble was she wasn’t in her prime anymore, and much as she hated to admit it, her brain wasn’t the only thing failing her.

Perhaps she should just sit on the couch and wait for whatever DuPont was planning to occur.

Her dark mood was interrupted by Vanessa breezing in through the door, having stopped on the way to obtain a copy of Sadie’s paperwork. Each new resident at the Silvermoon Retirement Village was required to complete an application. Alice liked to know who was around her.

‘I did tell you not to worry about that right now,’ Alice said.

‘You’d be shocked at how many things I can worry about at the same time,’ replied Vanessa. ‘Anyway, Sadie Wilkins is originally from Auckland. She moved to Wellington to be closer to her grandkids. Husband’s name is George. Tracey did her usual. There’s nothing here that screams spy.’

‘What about whispers? Screaming spies don’t tend to last very long.’

‘It looks fine to me. What?’

‘What?’

‘You had a look on your face.’

‘I usually do,’ Alice said in amusement.

Vanessa folded her arms and slightly tilted her head. ‘Spill.’

‘Fine. I was just wondering if I’ve been going about this all wrong. Perhaps a more direct approach is called for.’

‘Which means?’ asked Vanessa.

‘I’m going to invite DuPont to meet.’
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‘You’re mad.’

‘You’re not the first person to suggest that today.’

Owen shook his head. ‘Then perhaps you should listen.’

Alice fixed him with a smile. ‘Owen, it’s not like I’m offering myself up to be sacrificed on an altar. I’m merely meeting the man, in a public place.’

It had been surprisingly easy to organise. Tracey had advised the lawyer for Rooproop Enterprises that the current owner of Silvermoon wanted assurances the village would remain unchanged post-sale. And she insisted that those assurances could only be given by the actual buyer.

Alice had expected resistance, but the meeting was set up within an hour. They had proposed to meet at their company’s offices, which Alice declined. And she certainly wasn’t doing it at Silvermoon. Eventually the two parties agreed to a café in a small park on Lambton Quay, the main shopping street in downtown Wellington.

‘I’m going with you.’

‘Me too,’ Les said. ‘Between the two of us no one will try anything. Especially with my recent training.’

‘You’ve had one lesson.’

He rounded on his wife. ‘Two! And you know I’m a quick learner.’

‘No one is coming with me,’ Alice said, before a full-blown argument could erupt. ‘None of you should have even known this was happening.’

She glared at Vanessa, who held her gaze. Alice was impressed by the girl’s bravery. Many had been known to wilt under an Alice glare.

‘Well, you weren’t listening to me,’ said Vanessa.

‘I was listening. I was ignoring. This is happening, end of discussion. And you all know better than to try to argue this point with me further. I will see you when I return.’

Sensing the mood, her friends left.

‘I still don’t understand why you wanted me to tell them, just so you could insist on going alone,’ Vanessa said.

‘If something were to happen to me, they would know you drove me to the meeting and I’m afraid you would bear the brunt of their wrath. And believe me, old people wrath is not something you want to be on the end of. Now, they will know you tried to stop me.’

‘I thought you said it was safe. What do you mean if something were to happen to you?’

Alice shrugged. ‘No plan is entirely foolproof. Come on, I want to get there early.’

Vanessa was unusually quiet on the drive in, so Alice knew she was up to something. Vanessa dropped Alice and said she was going to find a car park and would wait to hear from her.

Alice didn’t point out the obvious lie. As it was early afternoon, the park was only a quarter-full of businesspeople enjoying late lunch in the sun. There weren’t many tables at the café that wouldn’t allow someone to approach her from the rear. Finally, she settled at a table at one end of the paved terrace, giving her a view of three possible approach points. Someone could still come up behind her, but she would have to take that risk.

While Alice waited, she scanned the crowd. No one jumped out at her, figurately or literally.

‘Ms Smith?’

She had spotted him as soon as he’d walked in. In his forties, he moved with purpose. He was tall and well-dressed, with an air of confidence about him, and he was empty handed, which meant he wasn’t stopping for lunch.

‘Ms Atkinson, actually.’

‘Pardonnez moi,’ he replied with a smile and tilt of his head. ‘May I sit?’

His accent was unmistakably French. His hair was immaculate and his steely grey eyes marked him as someone to be wary of. Alice indicated the chair opposite, and he sat, smoothing the crease in his suit pants.

‘It is a wonderful day, do you not think so?’

‘Every day is a wonderful day. Except the one where you had my friend murdered.’

A frown flashed across his face and he gave a sad smile. ‘An unfortunate necessity.’

‘You admit you were responsible?’

He laughed. ‘I admit nothing other than it was an unfortunate necessity,’ he repeated.

‘You know my name,’ said Alice. ‘May I have yours?’

‘Forgive me, your reputation suggested that you would have already ascertained it. Perhaps reputations are not everything. My name is Porthos Dumas.’

‘No.’

He laughed again and casually looked around. ‘No, quite right. My name is Richard DuPont. I believe you knew my grandfather.’

‘Yes. I was fond of him.’

His eyes flashed. ‘Is that why you had him arrested for murder?’

‘He committed murder. He was arrested. My part was minor.’

‘You lie!’ He took a deep breath and composed his features. ‘My apologies, mademoiselle, but we both know you were instrumental in his arrest. You are the reason I never met my grandfather. You are the reason he died in prison. You are the reason he was falsely convicted.’

Alice heard the anguish in his voice. What sort of person would seek revenge sixty years after the fact? ‘The first two are undoubtedly true. As for the third, Theodore DuPont confessed. There was nothing false about his conviction.’

‘Still you lie.’

‘But I was sorry it happened.’

Richard DuPont blinked.

‘I liked your grandfather. He was kind, and smart, and dedicated.’

‘Now you try and change history.’

Alice suddenly felt very tired. ‘History is history. I’m concerned with the present.’

‘Ah yes. I presume that you do not really wish to sell Silvermoon and that was a ruse to draw me out.’

‘Yes.’

‘So this is the part where I tell you my entire plan?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ Alice replied with a smile.

Richard DuPont smiled back. ‘Alas, it is not my role in this story to make things easy for you.’

‘I’m right here. If you want revenge, just take it.’

‘It is true that time is of the essence, after all you are very old and could drop dead of natural causes at any moment, but I do not believe you have yet suffered enough. You have only lost one friend, dead because of you. There are many more for you to lose. Starting perhaps with your young companion, Vanessa?’

Alice reached out and grabbed his arm. ‘You leave her alone,’ she hissed.

‘You’re hurting me,’ Richard yelled.

Confused, Alice withdrew her hand. She’d barely touched him.

‘I will not condone violence.’ Richard smoothed his sleeve and stood up. ‘Good day!’

He stormed away, leaving Alice confused.

‘What was that about?’ Vanessa took the spot vacated by Richard DuPont.

‘I have no idea.’

‘Because I’ll tell you, from where I was standing, it seemed like you lunged at him and he ran off frightened.’

‘I... I suppose that could be what happened.’

‘This is the guy trying to kill you?’

Alice gazed in the direction DuPont had disappeared. ‘It was like a switch was flipped. One moment he was calm and the next he was a frightened child.’

‘Well, we knew he was dangerous. Unpredictable behaviour fits with that.’

Alice shook her head. There was something unsettling about what had just happened. She’d had plenty of conversations with murderers over the years and none had ended this way.

‘Perhaps,’ she said, softly.

‘Did you learn anything?’

‘Nothing,’ Alice lied. ‘Except that he’s not done.’

It was unusual for her to keep things from Vanessa, but she doubted she could find the words to relay what Richard DuPont had said.

Teresa had been the target on the boat all along.

Her friend was dead simply because she knew her.

Alice felt something she hadn’t for many years.

Hatred.
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The first thing Alice did upon returning to Silvermoon was to make the village more secure. Calling in a favour, she arranged a meeting for later that afternoon.

Promptly at 3pm there was a soft knock on her apartment door. Using the useful app her granddaughter had installed, which linked her phone to the hidden security camera, she checked who was there before opening the door.

‘David, thank you for coming.’

David McDonald was easily the biggest man Alice had ever met. A former world champion shot-putter, he retained the muscular figure to match his imposing height. His suits were specially made for him, designed and fitted to underplay his physique, something they only partly achieved.

‘Of course,’ he said, in his soft Canadian accent. ‘You called, I came.’

She’d known him for almost thirty years and in all that time she’d never seen him angry; the only loud noises uttered was when he was competing.

‘Please, sit.’

He eyed the single chair, possible calculating its weight limit, before settling onto the couch.

‘I need security that doesn’t look like security.’

David nodded, then pulled a notebook from his suit jacket. Flipping the pages, he withdrew a pen from his breast pocket and started firing questions at her.

‘How many?’

‘Three, rotating teams.’

‘24/7?’

‘Yes.’

‘How subtle?’

‘No one else can know who they are.’

‘Constantly visible?’

Alice shook her head. ‘Mix.’

‘When?’

‘Immediately.’

‘How long?’

‘This will all be over one way or another in the next five days.’

‘This?’

‘Unimportant.’

A smile tugged at the corner of David’s mouth as he scratched the stubble on his cheek.

‘Can you do it?’

His face split into a broad smile. ‘You know I can do it. That’s why you called. Will management be a problem?’

‘I am management.’

He laughed. ‘That does not surprise me. I can have a temporary team onsite within the hour, and a full team first thing tomorrow morning. Do you have any preference on their cover?’

Alice pondered the question for a moment. ‘Day shift can be measuring and planning a new building at the back of this one.’

David shook his head. ‘No good. Such a specific reason would mean they are confined to one spot.’

‘Alright then, they are examining the site for possible pest infestation.’

He nodded approvingly. ‘Argentinian ants. And that will give the team a reason to have a dog onsite.’

‘It does?’

‘Dogs can be trained to sniff the ants out.’

‘How fascinating. Alright, ants it is.’

‘That means the night shift will need to be invisible. I’ll go for a wander and scope out some sites. What are we looking for?’

Alice hesitated and David shifted in his seat.

‘If you didn’t trust me, I wouldn’t be here.’

‘Forgive me, old friend. Trust is a difficult commodity at the moment.’ She filled him in on Teresa’s death, providing a sketch of the background behind it.

As she talked, David’s face darkened. When she finished, he swore.

‘Nobody will get into this place without my eyes on them.’

‘Thank you, David.’

‘You don’t need to thank me. After what you did for my family, this is nothing.’

‘Send me the bill.’

‘There won’t be one. My daughter graduate’s college this fall, and my son just had a baby girl. Guess what he named her.’

‘Don’t say Alice.’

His eyes twinkled and he laughed again. ‘No, Merry, but her middle name is Alice. If I try and bill you for this, my wife would have me sleeping on the couch for the rest of my life. It’s not a comfortable couch.’

‘Thank you, David,’ Alice said again.

‘I’ll text you the team’s photos so you know who should be here.’

Alice felt gratitude warm the edges of the ball of hate in the pit of her stomach. Her friend might be dead because of her, but David’s children were alive because of her as well. Perhaps things balanced out a little.

The room felt significantly emptier after David left. Alice rang down to Tracey to explain that several residents had sighted ants and Alice had arranged for inspectors to come in. She also told her that the meeting with the Rooproop owner hadn’t gone well and that Alice had withdrawn her offer to sell. Under Tracey’s officious reply, she sounded relieved.

With nothing immediately to do, Alice sat on the couch and worried about Vanessa and her friends at Silvermoon. The revelation that Richard DuPont had killed Teresa deliberately, rather as a result of mistaking her for Alice, had made her feel even more determined to leave. She was equally certain her friends would do everything in their power to prevent her going anywhere.

She would have to go in the middle of the night.

On the coffee table her phone burst into song. The tune was a piece of classical music that she had assigned as a ring tone for her granddaughter Amanda. The piece was called ‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice’. Amanda had thought it funny and appropriate since she considered her grandmother a magician, and herself the apprentice learning how to weave spells.

‘Gran.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

Amanda laughed and Alice couldn’t help smiling. It was a familiar exchange, dating all the way back to when Amanda first learnt to speak. Alice, despite being one, hated the idea of being anyone’s grandmother. Amanda knew this and thrived on having a dig at every occasion.

The noise in the background Alice couldn’t distinguish, but Amanda was clearly outside.

‘Where are you?’ she asked.

‘France.’

‘What?’

‘I wasn’t getting anywhere searching in New Zealand, so I decided to come over here.’

‘To the place where the murderer comes from.’

‘Yes, but to be fair he’s over there right now, so this would seem the safest place to be.’

‘What have you found out?’

‘Not a lot yet. Theodore DuPont died in prison in 1960. He was survived by a wife – who was thirty years younger than him by the way – and a thirteen-year-old son.’

‘Where are they?’

‘I don’t know. The wife changed her name and moved away.’

Alice closed her eyes. ‘So it’s a dead end.’

‘Not quite. There are a couple of leads on where they moved to. I’m going to chase them tomorrow. I just wanted to check in with you first. How is everything?’

‘Quiet.’

‘You do know Vanessa and I talk, right?’

‘I don’t like that.’

‘Then don’t lie to me.’

Alice opened her eyes and sighed. ‘Sorry, force of habit. Everything is under control.’

‘Now, that I believe. What do you need?’

‘Richard DuPont. I met him today.’ She described the man and the meeting.

‘That’ll help narrow things down. I’ll call you tomorrow. Don’t die on me.’

‘You too. Oh, and Amanda?’

‘Yes?’

She wanted to tell her she was proud of the woman she’d become. Then she wanted to tell her not to make any lifelong enemies. Finally, she wanted to say she was sorry for teaching her this way of living, effectively cutting out any possibility of a normal life.

‘Don’t get distracted by any French women.’

‘Of course not. For now.’

Alice felt slightly better having talked to her only living relative. Her friends were loyal and wonderful, but completely unprepared to deal with the current situation. Amanda was the closest thing Alice had to another one of her.

And despite some misgivings about raising Amanda this way, right now, another one of Alice was exactly what was needed.
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Alice hadn’t realised she’d drifted off until her eyes snapped open at a sudden sound.

‘Sorry,’ Vanessa called, from the kitchen.

Through the window, Alice saw the sun had moved, meaning it was late afternoon. She’d been napping for two hours.

‘I thought I’d start on dinner by dropping the frying pan.’

‘I think you’ll find it works better on the stove than the floor.’ Alice blinked away the sleep from her eyes and stretched her neck.

‘Your phone’s been going crazy.’

Alice checked it to find five messages, all from David, and a missed call from Tracey. She frowned. How could she have slept through so many notifications? That was concerning. What if someone had broken in while she was asleep?

More clattering came from the kitchen and Vanessa flashed her an apologetic look.

‘I’ve already told you, I don’t employ you to be my cook,’ Alice said, irritably.

‘No, but you’ve got a lot left to teach me and I can’t have you dying of starvation in the meantime.’

‘Impertinent girl.’

‘Careful, that’s what an old person would say.’

‘What are you making?’

‘Fish, with baked potato.’

‘And salt?’

Vanessa fixed Alice with a stern expression. ‘You know your doctor doesn’t want you eating salt.’

‘Yes, but how do you know?’ Alice muttered. She ignored the rumble in her stomach and started reading the messages. David had send the photos and bios of the security team. They were probably already on site.

She had just decided to go for a walk to find them but, as she stood, there was a knock at the door.

‘I’ve got it,’ Vanessa said.

She checked the peephole, then opened the door to Tracey. She looked distressed.

‘Alice! I’m in so much trouble!’ She pushed past Vanessa and began pacing the floor.

Alice frowned. She watched Tracey for a moment, then settled back down on the couch. She could count on one hand the number of times the Silvermoon manager had been inside her apartment. Whatever had happened was serious.

‘Do you have five thousand dollars?’ asked Alice.

Tracey stopped walked and stared at her. ‘What? No, of course not. Why?’

‘Then stop wearing a track in my carpet. Now sit down and tell me what the problem is.’

Tracey sat, her knees jiggling up and down, her hands twisting together.

‘Water, tea, or something stronger?’ Vanessa said.

Alice studied the agitated woman, realising she didn’t even know if Tracey drank alcohol.

‘Let’s find out the issue first. Tracey? What sort of trouble?’

‘You’re going to fire me.’

‘Why? I mean I can’t pretend I haven’t thought about it over the years, but why specifically do you think I’ll be doing it now?’

Tracey put her hands on her knees and pressed down, stopping them from moving. ‘There’s been a theft.’

Alice sighed again. She really didn’t have time for this. ‘Just start at the beginning and stop at the end.’

Tracey nodded. ‘Alright. I’ve recently had a new safe put into my office. You know that we sometimes store valuable items on behalf of residents, and I was having issues with the old safe so yesterday I got a new one installed. Last night a resident brought me a piece of jewellery to store for her. Just overnight. I put it into the safe and locked it – I swear I did. But today, when she came to collect it, when I opened the safe the necklace was gone.’

‘Someone broke in?’

‘Maybe. But everything else was there. A gold watch, diamond earrings, a rare piece of Wedgewood china. The only thing missing was the necklace.’

‘Who knew the combination?’

Tracey’s face twisted as she fought back tears. ‘No one. It’s a ten-digit code and I was the only one who knew it. I hadn’t even told my assistant yet. No one could have gotten into that safe but me, and I swear I didn’t open it between last night and this afternoon.’

Alice asked the question she thought she already knew the answer to. ‘Who was the resident?’

Tracey hesitated, her eyes looking everywhere but at Alice.

‘There’s no confidentiality required – I’m the owner of the village.’

‘Alright. It was Sadie Wilkins.’

Alice and Vanessa exchanged glances.

‘She’s threatening to call the police and have me charged with theft. I said I’d call the police myself, but what can I tell them? I locked the necklace away, I was the only one with the combination, and now it’s gone.’

‘Do you consider yourself a smart woman, Tracey?’

Tracey blinked at the question. ‘I, er, I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Are you a smart woman?’ repeated Alice.

‘Yes, I like to think so.’

‘And as a smart woman, would you ever commit a theft of an item where the one and only suspect would be you?’

‘I suppose I hadn’t thought about it like that,’ Tracey said, in surprise.

‘Vanessa?’

‘On it,’ Vanessa said.

Tracey watched her leave through the door, then asked, ‘Where is she going?’

‘She’s going to search your office for signs of a break in.’

‘But I told you, no one else had the combination.’

‘There are other ways to get into a safe. Besides you’re not asking the right question. To get into the safe, they first need to get into your office, which I presume you still keep locked when you leave it?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Right, so Vanessa is checking your office door for signs that it’s been forced open or the lock picked.’

‘Vanessa is?’ Tracey stared at the closed apartment door. ‘But she used to be our receptionist.’

‘Fortunately, Vanessa has developed some more useful skills since then.’

‘You need to suspend me. At least until there has been a formal investigation.’

Alice waved a hand dismissively. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. If I didn’t trust you, you wouldn’t be in this job.’

Tracey blinked again. ‘Oh, er, that’s probably the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.’

Alice grunted. ‘Tracey, go home for the rest of the day. I understand you’re not feeling well.’

‘But I’m fi... Oh yes, you’re right, I am feeling a little under the weather. It might even last for a couple of days.’

‘Yes, I think that’s likely. Certainly no longer than that.’

Tracey stood up. ‘Thank you, Alice. Shall I call the police or will you?’

‘No one is calling the police, not just yet. If it becomes necessary, then I’ll do it. Go home, Tracey. But before you do, write down the safe code for me.’

She did as she was told, leaving the code on the coffee table before she left.

Alice waited a few minutes, then followed. On the ground floor, she took the short corridor to Tracey’s office where Vanessa was standing by the window, her back to the door.

Alice didn’t announce herself.

Stepping silently, she’d made it halfway across the room before Vanessa said, ‘There’s no indication they came through the window.’

‘How did you know?’

‘You scuffed your feet, just once, but it was enough.’

Alice nodded in approval.

She turned her attention to the wall safe behind Tracey’s desk. It was closed. ‘I assume no one came through the door either.’

‘Not that I can tell. When I was working reception, the only person with a key to this office was Tracey and the cleaner. And they’ve had the same cleaner here for eight years. There’s no reason for her to suddenly turn thief.’  

Alice walked around the desk and peered into the rubbish bin. ‘Unless Tracey goes through a lot of rubbish in a morning, I don’t think the cleaner was here last night.’

Leaving the desk, she went to where she knew the wall safe was situated behind a painting. There was something pleasingly familiar in the cliché of a hidden wall safe. The painting it was hiding behind was a replica Picasso, which came off the wall easily.

Alice’s fingers itched to try and open the safe without the code, but things were different these days. It was less tumblers and more buttons. She didn’t doubt her ability to eventually get it done, but pride prevented her from fumbling with it while Vanessa was in the room. Instead, she punched in the code Tracey had provided. With a click, the door unlocked. She turned the handle and pulled it open.

The contents were exactly as described by Tracey.

Alice didn’t touch any of it. Instead, she studied the door frame, then the inside walls of the safe. She pulled out her phone and, after fiddling for a moment, turned the torch on. She shined it into the safe.

‘How’s it look?’

‘Solid.’

‘So, no sign of a break in there either?’

Alice shook her head. ‘Either the person who stole the necklace is very, very good. Or...’

‘Or Tracey did it,’ Vanessa finished.

‘Which we have agreed is not possible.’

‘No. She would have to be the silliest thief in the world to steal something, then ask the one person most likely to catch her to find out what happened.’

‘Tracey might be many things, but silly is not one of them.’

‘Which means we’re left with a very, very good thief.’

‘And a specific one. That watch is worth two thousand easy. The diamond earrings less valuable, but easy to dispose of. Why only take one thing? And why that thing? We’ve never had anything stolen from this office before.’

‘Unless Tracey never told you.’

Alice shook her head. ‘Tracey is not that sort of person.’

‘I agree.’ Vanessa stepped up next to Alice and peered into the open safe. ‘You’ve always told me that coincidences do happen.’

‘But?’

‘But statistically, the more unlikely they are, the more suspicious you should be.’

Alice turned to her. ‘I’m quite sure I never used those actual words.’

Vanessa grinned. ‘No, your version was blunter. Hey, what’s that?’

Vanessa shined her own torch into the safe, highlighting a small stain on the door frame.  

Alice put her face closer and squinted. The mark was the size of a fingernail and was on the same side as the lock.

‘I don’t know.’ She leaned in further and sniffed. It had a faint odour, which she couldn’t yet identify. ‘Take a photo, will you? And don’t touch it. If the police do come, I don’t want them thinking we’re destroying evidence.’

Vanessa took several photos, then Alice closed the safe again.

It locked with a sharp click.

Alice left Vanessa to replace the Picasso, going to stand in the middle of the room and looking around. She’d last been in this office a week ago, the day after Teresa had died. She did two full circles but couldn’t see anything different between then and now.

‘What now?’

Now she wanted to eat the meal that Vanessa had started and never finished, but eating would wait.

‘Now we visit the victim.’
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The victim in question was once again being comforted by Freda.

‘Here she is,’ Freda exclaimed. ‘I told you she would come. Alice will find out who stole your necklace.’

Alice smiled at her friend’s enthusiasm.

Sadie’s expression showed she didn’t share Freda’s confidence.

‘Can you tell me what happened?’

Alice settled into a comfortable armchair while Sadie recounted the story, which was similar enough to Tracey’s version to make Alice suspect neither were lying. She gazed around the apartment and saw the side table now had several framed photos of Sadie and a man, presumably her husband. They hadn’t been there the previous day.

‘It’s no great mystery. The only one who could have taken my necklace was that woman! I mean, what sort of place is this? I’m beginning to think moving to Silvermoon was the worst thing I could have done.’

‘Oh no,’ Freda said. ‘Silvermoon is a wonderful place to live.’

‘Why did you?’ asked Alice.

‘What?’

‘Move to Silvermoon. There are literally hundreds of retirement homes around the country. Why choose here?’

‘I asked around. Everyone agreed that the Silvermoon Retirement Village was the best. Top facilities, top staff, happy residents. If I was going to live somewhere for the rest of my life, I wanted to be somewhere like that.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying, you look awfully young to be in a retirement village,’ Vanessa said.

‘Thank you,’ Sadie replied, with a small laugh. ‘My husband is a few years older than me, and all my friends had moved away or died, so I— we decided that it was time for a move. Our house was much too big just for the two of us, and our children are living overseas.’

And back to the lies, Alice thought. In her experience everyone lied about some things, but Sadie’s story was too believable, too rehearsed, to be the truth.

‘Tell me about the necklace. Where did it come from?’ she asked.

Sadie’s eyes lit up. ‘It was my grandmother’s, originally. A gold chain with a big ruby centrepiece and three smaller rubies around the outside. So beautiful and simple. My grandmother called it her constellation. She said it fell from the heavens.’ Sadie laughed again. ‘Of course, it was actually a gift from my grandfather. He was a big deal in shipping.’

‘Oh, really? What was his name? I knew most of the people in the Wellington shipping industry back in the day.’

Sadie hesitated, then shook her head. ‘He was based in Australia. He and my grandmother came over later in life. My mother was born in Gisborne and I was born in Timaru. We moved a lot when I was a child.’

Alice grunted. ‘What is it insured for? Have you ever had it valued?’

‘I did when I inherited it from my mother, oh, I suppose that was about fifteen years ago.’

‘And how much was it worth?’

‘Between the gold and rubies, I was told it was valued at twenty-four thousand dollars.’

Everyone bar Alice looked shocked. Although rubies had never been her jewel of choice, she knew that in a quality setting they could be very valuable.

‘No wonder you wanted it locked in the safe,’ Freda said.

‘Fat lot of good that did me,’ Sadie cried. ‘That necklace has been in my family for sixty years, and the moment I leave it with Tracey it gets stolen. She must be guilty. Why hasn’t she called the police yet?’

‘She has,’ Alice replied. Two could play the lie game. ‘I understand they are talking to her at her home and then will be coming to check out the office. They will no doubt want to speak with you.’

‘Oh,’ Sadie replied, uncertainly. ‘Well, that’s good then. I’ve found a photo of the necklace to show them. Honestly, the sooner my husband can get here the better. I don’t feel safe at all.’

‘What’s his name?’ asked Alice.

‘Excuse me?’

‘It’s just you keep saying my husband, and I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned his name.’

‘I’m sure I have.’

‘No, I don’t believe so.’

‘Oh. It’s Gene.’

‘Gene,’ Alice repeated. She smiled. ‘What a good name. Well, I just wanted to check in on you, I’m sure Freda will make sure you’re alright. Freda, let us know if you need help with anything.’

‘Of course, Alice.’

‘Thank you for coming,’ said Sadie, rising to see them to the door.

Alice patted her on the arm, and Sadie flinched for a moment before her smile returned.

‘Do let me know if the police say anything to you in the meantime.’

Alice promised they would and Sadie closed the door.

‘Alice,’ Vanessa said, as they walked away. ‘Did you see the DVD case on the coffee table?’

‘Mmm. The one for Singing in the Rain.’

‘Starring Gene Kelly.’

‘Yes.’

‘Quite a coincidence that her husband has the same name.’

‘People often look to something familiar when they’re coming up with a lie. Especially when they’re put on the spot.’

‘So, is she lying about having a husband, or about his name? Actually, I guess it doesn’t matter – either way it’s strange.’

‘There’s Owen. Let’s stop and say hello.’

Owen was just exiting from Charlie’s café, carrying a paper bag gingerly in his hands, as if it contained a time bomb.

‘Let me guess,’ Alice said. ‘You made a mistake and bought the latest muffin abomination?’

Charlie’s had a long-standing tradition where customers could come up with flavour combinations they wanted to see and put them in a suggestion box. Once a week the chef would pull out a winner and make it, no matter how bizarre the ingredients. It had become a challenge for the residents to outdo each other.

Owen appeared dazed. ‘I don’t know what happened. I only went in for a coffee, and I somehow came out with an oat, asparagus, and bacon muffin.’

‘And no coffee,’ Alice observed.

Owen glanced at his hands and registered that he was only holding the bag.

‘I’ll get it, Owen.’

Vanessa disappeared inside and Owen shook his head with a wry smile. ‘At least there’s a rubbish bin between here and my apartment, so I don’t have to take this offence to nature home. Now, what’s been happening since you tried to ditch the scene?’

‘Ditch the scene? You’ve been listening to your granddaughter again, haven’t you? It’s actually been an enlightening twenty-four hours.’

She’d was finishing bringing him up to speed when Vanessa returned with his coffee.  

‘It sounds like you should be focussing on DuPont. Perhaps you should let me investigate the missing necklace.’

Alice looked at her friend fondly. ‘Owen, you are a man with many talents, but let’s be honest, investigating is not one of them.’

A hurt expression crossed his face, before he composed himself and nodded solemnly. ‘I suppose you are right. But I can’t just sit around and do nothing.’

‘Of course not.’ Alice thought for a moment. ‘Do you still have contacts in the banking industry?’

‘Yes, but you know I can’t ask them to do anything improper.’

Alice linked her arm through his and began walking towards his apartment.

‘Owen my friend, I wouldn’t dream of it.’
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The only benefit to there having been so many murders at Silvermoon was that Alice had formed a working relationship with some of the local police officers. This wasn’t overly practical when she was working, but useful in the current circumstances. However, she didn’t think a missing necklace was worthy of a detective. Besides, one of the two Alice knew was Tracey’s niece and she would never work the case anyway. The other detective was a shrewd, more than competent man that Alice preferred not to have around. Alice might not have actively been working over the last thirty years, but there were several items in her apartment that had been obtained by less than legal means and the last thing she needed was a competent man poking around in her home.

Fortunately, she’d run across a few constables that were more to her liking. Solid, but without a lot of ambition. After all, she didn’t want them to actually solve anything, just show up, reassure everyone, and leave the solving to her. Unfortunately, the Wellington Police force failed to appreciate that they were at her beck and call, and they might not send the people she wanted. Still, she was sure she had a couple of business cards somewhere in her place. A phone call couldn’t hurt.

Not only didn’t it hurt, but one phone call later, helped by the tremor of fear Alice had injected into her voice, she had a promise that a police car would be there within the hour.

She didn’t bother telling Vanessa the other reason she was happy to involve them. A few uniformed police wandering the grounds might make a few residents anxious, but they would definitely make anyone sent by DuPont think twice before acting.

Alice and Vanessa met the two constables on the ground floor by reception.

Constable Jacobs had been the one she’d called. They’d met as part of a vandalism case a few months prior. His partner was unknown to Alice, but she came across as young and eager — in other words, potential trouble.

Alice went over everything again, then took them back to the office. Constable Jacobs shone his torch into the safe but didn’t reach in, even though he was wearing gloves.

‘Where is the manager now?’

‘I believe she felt unwell over the incident and has gone home. But she assured me that she is willing to answer any questions you might have.’

Constable Glass eyed her, puzzled. ‘Why are you involved?’

‘She’s not,’ Vanessa answered, quickly. ‘I’m the one Tracey asked to handle this. Alice is just a nosy old biddy who likes to know what’s going on.’

Alice’s expression told her she’d pay for that.

‘Well, you understand, dear. At my age nothing exciting ever happens. Of course, there’s nothing exciting about a poor woman losing a family heirloom.’

‘No,’ Jacobs agreed, sternly. ‘How long has Tracey Miller worked here?’

‘Ten years.’

‘You seem sure of that,’ Glass said.

Alice’s eyes narrowed. ‘Because I’m old I shouldn’t remember?’

‘No, sorry, that’s not what I meant.’

She allowed a small smile. ‘Well, the reason I remember is that the Silvermoon Retirement Village has only been open ten years. I was the first resident and Tracey was the manager right from the start.’

‘You don’t sound like you approve of her.’

‘Constable, have you ever spent any time in a retirement village? The manger is a little like a school principal. Their job is to make sure everything runs smoothly, which sometimes means saying no to people. Old people and children don’t like being told no. I find Tracey officious and uptight. However, she is very good at her job and entirely trustworthy. The thought that she might steal from a resident is ludicrous.’

‘We’ll bear that in mind. Please wait outside.’

Alice stood where she was, then realised nothing would be gained from being the grumpy old woman, so she and Vanessa dutifully left.

‘What now?’

Alice didn’t reply, instead looking at the man who had just walked through the front door.

‘Ms Atkinson, might I have a word?’

Detective Roman Wilson was in his mid forties, pale skinned with brown hair and a composed vibe about him that made Alice wary. She’d met him just the once before. Wilson was the competent officer she did not want in her apartment.

‘Of course, Detective. This way.’

She led him down the hallway to the dining room. A uniformed staff member was setting the tables for dinner, but after a word from Vanessa, withdrew to leave them alone.

‘What can I do for you, Detective Wilson?’

Wilson pulled a chair out for her to sit on, then moved his own chair to face her. He smoothed his suit pants in a gesture that reminded her of Richard DuPont.

‘This is a delicate matter, and frankly one that I wouldn’t put much credence in. However, my superiors take all such allegations seriously, no matter the parties involved.’

‘Well done,’ Alice said as she leaned forward and patted his hand. ‘Now you’ve got the police speak out of the way, perhaps you can tell me why you’re here.’

He smiled faintly. ‘My apologies. Do you know a Richard DuPont?’

‘You already know the answer to that.’

‘We have had a complaint. Allegedly you threatened the man.’

Alice sat back in surprise.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Vanessa.

Wilson smiled faintly again. ‘Nevertheless, we have received a formal complaint that earlier today in Midland Park you threatened to kill him. We have a witness that heard him exclaim that you were hurting him, before he hurried away. He said he had been discussing the weather with you when you became agitated and said you would stab him with the knife you had concealed in your handbag.’

‘She wasn’t even carrying a handbag. I saw the whole thing. He didn’t hurry away at all, more a casual saunter.’

‘But Ms Atkinson did grab his arm? And he did pull away?’

Vanessa looked at Alice, then back to Wilson. ‘Yes, but you can’t honestly believe she could murder anyone.’

‘I don’t believe anything at this stage. I have yet to hear her side of the events.’

‘I was sitting minding my own business, waiting for Vanessa, when he sat down at my table. He was quite charming with his French accent. He complained about Wellington weather, then left.’

‘Why did you grab his arm?’

‘I misheard him. He said a word in French. I thought he was insulting me. He explained what he’d said and I let go. The whole encounter lasted less than five minutes.’

Wilson took out a pen and notebook and made a few notes before replacing the items in his jacket pocket. ‘Thank you, Ms Atkinson. I don’t believe there will be a need to pursue this any further. I’ll see myself out.’

Vanessa waited until they were alone before exploding. ‘What the heck was that?’

Alice frowned and shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t know, but it’s an interesting move.’

‘Interesting!’

‘Vanessa, take four and a half deep breaths and think.’

‘How do you take a half breath?’

‘No idea, but you were too emotional to think properly. I wanted to distract you.’

Vanessa slumped into the chair opposite her. ‘DuPont came to New Zealand, set up a company and tried to buy the village. When that didn’t work, he invested in the ferry and lured you onto it. It’s patient and methodical.’ She paused.

‘Go on,’ Alice said.

‘But his actions today, and now contacting the police, they’re impulsive. It doesn’t track.’

Alice stared out the window, troubled not only by Vanessa’s accurate assessment, but by the feeling that something was coming that she wasn’t prepared for.

And worse, that whatever Richard DuPont’s plan... it was working.

And she couldn’t see it.
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Alice slept late, waking up with a moment of confusion. She blinked a few times, then looked around her bedroom. She could sense, rather than see, the sun straining to get around the blackout curtains. Slowly she sat up and listened to the silence. It felt familiar.

Satisfied she hadn’t missed anything in the night, she got out of bed, donned her dressing gown, and went into the lounge. The curtains here were never drawn and sun streamed into the space. Alice stood at the window and surveyed the world outside her sanctuary. She’d created Silvermoon as a place where she didn’t have to be alone if she wanted company, yet could remain separate, above everyone else if she desired.

Below her, the village was coming to life, with residents taking a lap of the grounds. Two men in uniform stood pointing at things unknown.

Alice’s mind still felt a little fuzzy, so she decided on tea over a slug from the hip flask hidden in makeup bag in her bathroom.

She was onto her second cup and feeling more like herself when there was a knock at the door. She checked the camera and saw it was David.

‘Tea?’ she asked, after she let him in.

‘Coffee?’

‘Not here.’

‘Then I’m good,’ he replied, taking a seat on a stool at the kitchen bench.

‘You have an update for me?’

David pulled out a notebook and flicked to the right page. ‘At three am this morning someone tried to gain access to this building via the front door. They were scared off by my team.’

‘Description?’

‘Dressed in dark brown, including a mask. Someone who knew what they were doing.’

Alice nodded. A kind gentleman in 1957 had given her some training on how to move stealthily at night. One of the first things he’d said was not to dress in black. A common mistake people made, he’d assured her, was to think black was the best thing to wear at night – but you weren’t trying to blend in with the night sky. Things on the ground at night were invariably brown or green.

‘They were fast, and my team had been instructed not to use torches, in case they were spotted by the residents, so the intruder got away. We checked the front door and saw signs of tampering with the lock, but nothing else.’

Alice wasn’t sure what to make of this.

Breaking in through the front door in the middle of the night was a direct move, if it was Richard DuPont. It was another strange piece of this puzzle. Alice was more and more beginning to think she was attempting to fit pieces together from four different puzzles.

‘Your team did well. If it happens again, let him break in before interrupting him.’

David appeared confused for a moment, then nodded and wrote something in his notebook. ‘To see their intentions,’ he said.

‘Precisely. We had a break-in here the night before. A necklace was stolen from the manager’s office safe. It’s possible they came back.’

‘But you don’t believe that.’ David shifted on the stool and stretched his neck. He winced and caught Alice’s look. ‘My wife decided I was getting out of shape and signed me up for boxing classes. Guess I thought I was fifteen years younger and a few pounds lighter.’

‘You’re right, I don’t believe it. The necklace was in the safe with several other valuable items. If the thief had wanted to, they could have taken them at the same time. This is different.’

‘Whoever it was probably won’t be back.’

Alice thoughtfully drummed her fingers on the bench. ‘That’s hard to say without knowing who they were and what they were after.’

David slid his notebook away and stood up. ‘I’ll tell my teams to hold back if the person returns. Hopefully they’ll see or hear something to tell us what they are after.’

‘Thank you, David.’

‘Anytime. Oh and your offsider, Vanessa?’

‘What about her?’

David grinned. ‘She’s going to put me out of business. She cornered me downstairs and grilled me for several minutes on who I was and whether I was qualified to protect you.’

‘You’re here to protect the residents, not me.’

‘Tell her that. By the time she finished, I was prepared to confess to anything and everything. She cares a great deal about you.’

‘She’s enthusiastic.’

David eyed her wryly. ‘You hate enthusiastic.’

‘I don’t hate it, I just hate when people use enthusiasm as an excuse for not learning anything. I mean would you hire someone enthusiastic over someone skilled?’

‘Good point,’ David said. ‘I’ll keep you informed of any developments. Is there anything I should know?’

Alice decided not to tell him about her visit from Detective Wilson. It wasn’t relevant to his job.

Vanessa arrived as David left.

‘Morning, boss. What’s the plan for the day?’

‘Breakfast, then shower, then snooping.’

Vanessa grinned. ‘My ideal morning. Why don’t I make breakfast while you have a shower.’

When Alice returned ten minutes later, Vanessa had two pieces of buttered toast waiting and a large cup of tea.

‘Right. DuPont snooping? Sadie and the missing necklace snooping? Or something completely different?’

‘I need you to use those computer skills of yours to find out everything you can about Sadie Wilkins. Specifically, the things that aren’t in her residency application.’

‘Got it. What are you going to be doing?’

‘Checking in on our new friend with the baby.’

Vanessa seemed puzzled, then her eyes widened. ‘Astrid? That’s crazy. You can’t go to Richard DuPont’s apartment building the day after he accused you of threatening him. Besides, you told the police you hardly knew him. What if they find you there?’

‘Vanessa, breathe. I’m not going inside the building, but she has to come out at some point, and I want to have another word with her about her neighbour.’

‘Bad idea. I’ll do it.’

‘Yes, because I’m so proficient with computers.’

‘I don’t like it.’

‘Noted.’

‘What is so important that you have to see her today?’

Alice finished her tea and put the dirty plate and cup in the dishwasher. ‘There’s something bothering me about Richard DuPont.’

‘He’s a homicidal maniac.?

‘Not that, dear. But there is something... I can’t quite put my finger on it. I need more information, and Amanda hasn’t managed to find anything out yet. I’ll have to do it.’

‘Fine, let’s go.’

‘No, dear, you stay and work on the other thing. I’ll get a car to take me.’

Vanessa eyed her suspiciously, before looking around the room.

‘I don’t have a bag. I’m not making a break for it.’

‘I really don’t like it.’

‘Still noted. I promise not to do anything silly.’

Vanessa just looked at her.

‘Alright I promise not to do anything too silly.’

Vanessa kept staring.

‘That’s best you’re going to get.’

‘Fine. But at least get Joshua to drive you.’

Alice sighed and grudgingly agreed.  

A knock at the door made them turn.

‘Who’s that?’

Alice grinned and sipped her tea as Vanessa went to let in the visitor.

‘Good morning, Alice.’

‘Morning, Joshua, you’re a little early. Why don’t you have a cup of tea and listen to Vanessa complain about how I tricked her again.’

Joshua smiled.

A handsome young man, Joshua had gotten himself into a bit of trouble a while back. Alice had intervened before the police got involved, and since then he’d been more than happy to help out on occasions. He was about to enter his final year of a law degree and, privately, Alice thought he and Vanessa would make a good couple, although there had never been any hint of a romance between them.

‘My mother said thank you for the kopai. She wants you to know they were almost as good as hers.’

Alice laughed. ‘I should have known better than to deliver Samoan dessert dumplings to the best cook in the city.’

Joshua joined her laughing. ‘Almost as good is high praise from her.’

Alice left them chatting while she went to finish getting ready.

Five minutes later, she re-entered the living room to find Vanessa and Joshua both on their phones.

She sighed.

It used to be if you left two young people in a room together you had to worry what mischief they’d get up to. Now you wondered if they even noticed the other person.

She didn’t like the look they exchanged when she announced herself ready to go. It wasn’t a ‘we were up to something’ look. It was more a ‘we are up to something’ look.

On the drive into the city, Joshua chatted about his studies, and how he was leaning towards immigration law as a specialty. She was secretly pleased to have had a hand in getting him back on track, after his brief dabble on the wrong side of the law. Outwardly however, she peppered him with questions, some of which she already knew the answers to thanks to regular check-ins with his mother.

Joshua dropped her down the road from DuPont’s apartment and promised he’d pick her up when she called.

There was a chill to the morning air as Alice walked briskly towards her target. She decided waiting outside the building wouldn’t be good for her circulation, at least that’s what she’d tell Vanessa later. The truth was, she’d never had any intention of waiting outside.

Reaching the front door, she pushed the button for Astrid’s apartment. After a moment her tired voice came on.

‘Hello, dear, it’s...’ She paused as she tried to remember if she’d given a name the last visit. ‘Beatrice’s great grandmother. I was here the other day.’

‘Oh yes, I remember. You were so nice to me and Talia.’

‘Yes, well, call it experience, but I saw how tired you were and got a bit worried. I was passing by this morning and thought I’d pop in and check how you were coping.’

There was a delay long enough for Alice to wonder if she’d been hung up on (if that was the correct terminology for an intercom).

‘That’s just so... I don’t know what to say.’

‘Could I make you a cup of tea, dear? If you don’t mind me saying, you’re sounding even more tired than last time.’

There was another long pause, then a buzzing sound and the front door clicked open.

Alice got into the elevator and pressed the button for the top floor. She knew she only had a few minutes but that would be enough.

The door slid open and she cautiously stepped out and looked around as if confused, while taking in everything she could. The bag of food was gone. What she hadn’t noticed before was the lock on DuPont’s door was different to the other one. He’d no doubt replaced it. Not an issue in itself, but it did make Alice wonder what other precautions he’d taken.

Continuing her confused ruse, she scanned the corners, finding a small camera pointing directly at her. Satisfied she’d learnt everything she could, Alice stepped back into the elevator and rode it down one floor.

Astrid’s door opened as soon as Alice knocked. Alice had been lying when she’d said Sadie sounded more tired, but the woman was definitely exhausted. In the background, she could hear Talia enthusiastically exercising her lungs.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ Astrid said, with tears in her eyes.

‘Three things. Number one, you let me in.’

She immediately stepped aside to admit Alice into the spotless apartment.

‘Excellent,’ Alice said. ‘Number two, you sit down.’

‘But Talia—’

‘Will cry herself to sleep shortly. I may not be the most maternal woman in the world, but I’ve heard enough crying babies to tell the difference between something’s wrong and I’m over-tired.’

‘Oh.’ Astrid dithered for a moment then collapsed onto the couch. ‘What’s number three?’

‘You give me your husband’s phone number,’ Alice replied, in a deceptively even voice.

‘Why?’

Alice smiled. ‘I would like a word with a man who leaves his struggling wife at home without help.’

Astrid sat up straight. ‘He does help. It’s not his fault I can’t cope.’

‘No, and it’s not yours either. His number?’

She didn’t want to but eventually Astrid recited a phone number, which Alice punched into her own phone.

‘You’re not going to make him angry, are you?’

‘Now, why would I do that? You just rest, dear, and see, I was right, Talia has quietened down.’

They both listened to the silence, Alice smugly, and Astrid in disbelief.

‘You just have a rest while I make a quick call.’

The man who answered the phone was abrupt and distracted, further reinforcing Alice’s picture of him.

‘What?’

‘I said I’m sitting here with your wife.’

‘Who is this?’

‘Oh, that’s rather less important, isn’t it? What is important is your wife and daughter.’

‘What about them? I’m very busy and—‘

‘Of course you are, you work very hard, don’t you?’

‘I... er... yes, of course I do.’

‘And hard work requires recognition, doesn’t it? Something as simple as a “well done” would do it, although gifts or something financial would be welcome.’

‘I... who is this?’ Most of the bluster had gone from his voice.

‘Isn’t it nice when your employer gives you that recognition?’

Silence.

‘Do you know who else works hard? Without an employer, or so it would seem, recognition?’

More silence.

‘Here’s a wonderful idea. Flowers once a week, a housekeeper twice a week to maintain your high standards, and you get up to Talia on Friday and Saturday nights so that your wife can sleep.’

‘Now listen here—’

‘No,’ Alice replied, regretfully, ‘that’s always been a failing of mine. Flowers, housekeeper, sleep. Say it with me – flowers, housekeeper...’

‘Sleep,’ the man finished.

‘Excellent, lovely to talk with you, dear.’

Alice hung up to see the astonished expression on Astrid’s face.

‘It always helps to ask,’ Alice said.

‘I... don’t know what to say.’

‘Good, then let me talk a little more while you think.’ Alice sat down next to her. 

‘When we last came, I told a little fib. I said it was my great granddaughter looking for a place to live, but it’s actually me that wants a new apartment. My place is not as suitable as it once was. I used to live in Oriental Bay and would love to end my days here. Do you think either of the occupants of the top floor would entertain ending their lease?’

Astrid shook her head. ‘I don’t know them. One of them is never there, they live in Europe and just keep the apartment for when they visit family.’

‘And the other?’ Alice prompted.

‘I only met him once, but...’ She paused with a frown.

‘Go on.’

‘I’m sure I’ve seen him somewhere else, I just can’t remember where.’

Alice studied the young woman. ‘It’s not surprising, given how tired you are. The one time you did meet him, did he seem reasonable?’

‘I don’t know what that means. He was friendly. He gave me a congratulatory gift after I had the baby.’ Her frown deepened. ‘At the time I thought it was sweet, but afterwards I remember thinking it was a bit condescending. Like a pat on the head. I wanted to return it, but Gareth said no, because it was valuable.’

She pointed to a small silver object on the bookcase. Alice got up and went to examine the object. It was a baby rattle. Alice was no expert on silver, but she had plenty of experience on valuable objects, and the craftmanship on this was exquisite. Based on the Tiffany’s stamp alone, it was worth quite a lot.

‘I don’t know if he expected me to give it to Astrid, but it’s way too small and hard for a baby.’

Alice replaced the rattle and smiled at Astrid. ‘Your husband is right about one thing, it is valuable, and a generous gift. A man who can afford to give such a thing is unlikely to be persuaded to part with their apartment.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that. I was coming out of the building the other day and there was a man in the elevator who’d come from the top floor. He said he was the property manager and if we were ever thinking of moving on he’d happily manage the lease for us. Sorry, I don’t know why I didn’t remember that before. Oh, yes I do – because I can barely remember my name most mornings.’

‘You need to rest while Talia is asleep, so I’ll go. I don’t suppose you remember the man’s name?’

‘Better, he gave me his card. It’s on the table by the door.’

‘Do you mind if I take it?’

Astrid flapped a hand, her eyes drooping. ‘Please do, saves me throwing it out.’

Alice picked up the card and turned to thank her, only to find that Astrid had fallen asleep. She made a mental note to check back in a week to make sure the husband had done as he was told, then quietly left the apartment.

As she walked out the door and onto the street, she spotted Joshua leaning against a fence a few metres away. If he was supposed to be her back up, he’d obviously missed the bit about not having his head buried in his phone. She stealthily approached and tapped him on the arm. He flinched and quickly put his phone away.

‘I thought you were going to wait somewhere until I called?’

‘Yeah, I am. Right here.’

‘This reeks of Vanessa,’ Alice muttered. ‘Let’s go.’

They didn’t speak much on the way back, but Alice remembered her manners enough to thank Joshua for the ride as he dropped her outside the front door.

She was in a foul mood by the time she reached her apartment. She stormed inside, expecting to find Vanessa working at her laptop, but the place was empty.

Alice paused for a moment, then left again.

Exiting into the sunshine, she was halfway to Charlie’s before she’d calmed herself down. It was unusual for her to react so strongly. She knew Vanessa was just looking out for her. Perhaps it was the stress.

She frowned at the stray thought. She didn’t do stress, it wasn’t worth it.

And she didn’t do angry. Angry people made mistakes.

She turned around and went back to her apartment.
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Having spent the rest of a frustrating day without progress on either the DuPont or Wilkins issues, Alice retired early, hoping a new day would bring new ideas.

Instead, the morning brought a headache to match her sore hips. Much as she hated taking drugs in any form, she was forced to swallow a tablet to ease her discomfort.

She was hoping Vanessa would come through the door any moment, but her companion had been absent since the previous morning. Reasoning that Vanessa was probably avoiding the argument about the whole Joshua thing the day before, Alice wasn’t worried. As she made her own breakfast, she realised how she much she was used to Vanessa being around.

She checked her phone for the second time, hoping at least Amanda would have checked in, but nothing.

Finally, she got dressed and decided to visit Owen. He was sensible man and might have a wise word or two that could help kickstart her thoughts.

Before she could leave, her door opened and Vanessa walked in.

‘Sorry I’m late, my car wouldn’t start.’

‘You don’t own a car.’

‘I know, and it wouldn’t start.’

They stared at each other for a moment, then both started to laugh.

‘Actually I was picking this up from the pharmacy for you.’ Vanessa held up a bag. ‘I noticed you were almost out of Panadol and you’ve been a bit sore.’

‘How do you know that? I never said anything.’

Vanessa went into the kitchen and put the bag into the cupboard. ‘If I waited for you to say something, I’d have to hold a stethoscope to your tombstone.’ She got the water jug out of the fridge and a clean glass from the drawer.

‘That makes no sense.’

‘No, but it sounds cool. Anyway, what’s the plan for the morning?’

Alice sighed and sat down on the kitchen stool. ‘I’ve got a couple of ideas, but what would you do?’

Vanessa was so surprised by the question, she spilt water onto the bench.

‘Don’t be shocked, it’s not like I haven’t asked your opinion before.’

‘I do recall, once, about two years ago, you asked what I thought, and then when I told you, you did the opposite.’

‘Well then it’s about due.’

Vanessa wiped up the water while she considered. ‘What happened at the apartment yesterday?’

Alice quickly filled her in and Vanessa nodded thoughtfully while chewing on the end of her hair.

‘I thought I’d stopped you from doing that.’

Vanessa guiltily dropped her hair. ‘Alright, it’s obvious isn’t it? We call the property manager and find out what we can.’

‘I’d thought of that. The only advantage there is getting into the apartment.’

‘It means we don’t have to break in. Wasn’t lesson three that you should always take the easiest option?’

‘Lesson three? You numbered them?’

‘Of course,’ Vanessa replied, with a grin. ‘I’m up to lesson twelve. Don’t worry, I’m not silly enough to write them down.’

Alice grunted. ‘We do need to get in, but there’s something more revealing in DuPont talking to the property manager.’

Vanessa reached for the end of her hair, then quickly took her hand away.

‘What’s that?’

‘He’s close to whatever end game he has.’

‘And we still don’t know what that is.’

‘No, and that worries me. He’s unpredictable, and unpredictable people are dangerous.’

‘Where’s the agent’s card?’

Alice pointed to the coffee table.

Vanessa retrieved the card and dialled the number, putting on a big smile. ‘Good morning, my name is Lily Farnsworth. How are you doing today?’

Alice nodded in appreciation at the English accent Vanessa had injected into her voice. It sounded genuine enough to fool most people.

‘That’s great,’ Vanessa continued. ‘I’m calling in relation to a property you’re representing.’ She rattled off the address. ‘Well, it’s my job to know. My client may be interested in the apartment, however timing is important here. Can you tell me if the listing will occur within the next two weeks? I see. And what is the asking price? I see. Well, thank you for your help, I will discuss this with my client and come back to you if they wish to proceed.’

She hung up and wriggled her jaw. ‘I hate smiling and talking. The apartment is going on the market in four days. The current tenant is leaving the country. And I need a raise.’

‘A raise.’

‘Yeah, if I ever want to own an apartment around Oriental Parade then I’m going to need to increase my salary to about fifty times what it is.’

‘Good luck job hunting.’

‘Alright, ten times.’

‘I’ll give you a good reference.’

‘How about a Christmas bonus?’

‘We’ll talk at Christmas. In four days, Richard DuPont is planning on finishing his business.’

The phone on the counter rang and they stared at it in surprise. Alice had the landline phone installed when she moved in, but no one had the number. She gestured for Vanessa to answer it.

‘Hello? Hold on.’ Vanessa covered the receiver with her hand. ‘You know how we were wondering what DuPont’s next move was? He’s downstairs wanting to speak with you.’

Alice’s eyes widened. ‘Tell them to wait five minutes then let him up. Let’s see what he has to say.’

Vanessa relayed the message then hung up. ‘This is going to be interesting.’

‘For me, yes. For you, no.’

‘You can’t expect me to leave. What if he attacks you?’

‘Then it’ll be the last thing he does. I can’t risk him coming in close contact with you. Right now we have to assume you’re unknown to him and I want to keep it that way.’

‘I can take care of myself.’

‘I know you can, but you’re missing the point. You’re my ace in the hole. Even if he knows what you look like, you’re sneaky enough that he’ll never see you coming. Providing you’re not sitting in the lounge when he arrives.’

Vanessa frowned. ‘That sounds like Alice bull.’

‘Well, A — that’s offensive to me... and to bulls, and B — you’ve trusted me until now, so trust me on this.’

After a long pause Vanessa finally nodded. ‘Alright, but I can’t go down the elevator, he’ll see me.’

Alice went over to the small wooden table next to the apartment door. Reaching down she pulled away something taped under the top.

‘Here. Go next door and wait.’

‘You have a key to next door?’

‘I own next door. Now go before he arrives.’

‘Alright,’ Vanessa said, taking the key from her. ‘But this goes on the list of bad ideas.’

Alice waited at the door until she saw Vanessa go safely into the apartment next door.

Wanting to avoid neighbours, she had kept the apartment vacant. It was fully furnished, and the cleaners came in once a fortnight, but Alice had long refused any approach from Tracey to sell or rent it. With a pang of guilt, she remembered that Teresa had been after the place for years. It had grated on her that her own apartment wasn’t on the top floor.

Leaving her front door wide open, Alice went and sat on the couch. She embraced the feeling of excitement fluttering through her stomach. The feeling was as familiar to her as eating Belgian chocolate. It made her happy and reminded her of her youth.

She heard the elevator ding, and the doors slide open.

A moment later, Richard DuPont appeared, dressed immaculately in a different suit to their previous meeting.

He smiled when he saw her. ‘May I come in?’  

Alice toyed with the idea of leaving him standing in the doorway. Then she waved him inside.

When he went to close the door behind himself, she said, ‘Open, I think.’

His smiled widened as he held up his hands to show he meant no harm. He looked around as he made his way to the armchair opposite Alice and lowered himself down to sit on the edge. He smoothed his suit and met her eyes, his smile intact.

‘You have a charming home.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I realise that we ended our last meeting badly and I want to apologise.’

Alice crossed her legs, holding his gaze. ‘As I recall, you admitted my friend’s death was a matter of collateral damage.’

Richard’s eyes narrowed briefly. ‘I have decided to leave the country.’

Alice feigned shock. ‘So that’s it? All those years of searching, months of planning, and you’re just giving up and going home.’

Richard waved his hand dismissively. ‘Revenge may be good for the soul, but it’s bad for business. My company here is losing clients, an employee that commits murder is an unattractive prospect for most people.’

‘Well, have a good trip.’

Richard chuckled. ‘I have a few days more to tie up some loose ends. Don’t worry, nothing that concerns you.’ He stared at her. His expression reminded Alice of a stray dog that had hung around her home when she was a little girl, with a look of part hunger, part fear.

‘You are a formidable foe.’

‘I’m an old woman.’

‘Perhaps. Perhaps you can be both. I can only hope that I have the same passion for life that you do when I get to your age.’

Alice stayed quiet.

‘Anyway, I do hope there are no hard feelings. You murdered my grandfather, I murdered your friend. We are even, no?’

Richard frowned and touched his ear, then smiled again and stood up.

‘Would you look at something for me?’ He held out his phone and she took it from him. On the screen was a picture of a beautiful blonde haired woman.

‘My mother.’ He took his phone back. ‘She would have me wish you a healthy life, yet under the circumstances I’m afraid I must disappoint her. I hope the rest of your days are filled with misery.’

‘The feeling is mutual.’

Richard bowed his head slightly then left through the open door.

Alice waited until she heard the elevator doors close again before relaxing her shoulders.

She sat in a state of confusion, until Vanessa came back in.

‘I heard him leave. What happened?’

‘He says he’s giving up.’

‘What?’

‘Yes, my thoughts exactly.’

‘So that’s it? He gets away with murdering Teresa?’

Alice shook her head. ‘The police have the man who killed Teresa. Richard DuPont is just the man who ordered it.’

Vanessa began pacing the floor. ‘Isn’t that just as bad? Or worse? He gets to kill someone we loved and just fly off to France?’

Alice stared out the window, her mind going through several different possibilities.

‘If only we knew someone currently in France, ‘she said lightly, ‘someone Richard DuPont has never met, who might be able to... ensure his days are not smooth going forward.’

Vanessa stopped pacing and a smile came across her face as realisation dawned on her. ‘Aren’t you worried something will happen to her?’

‘My dear Vanessa, I stopped worrying about things happening to Amanda the moment she decided to follow my footsteps into the slightly illegal career as a con artist. Otherwise, I’d have worried myself to death years ago. Although I’ll never tell her this, that young lady is almost as good as I was.’

‘Almost,’ Vanessa repeated. ‘Well, she is only in her forties. She’s got half a century to catch up to you.’

Vanessa flopped down next to Alice. ‘So it’s over? Really over?’

‘It would appear that way. Although I’d be happier if we went to the airport to wave him off. At least now we can focus on finding out what happened to Sadie Wilkins’ necklace. What did you discover yesterday?’

Vanessa pulled out her phone and swiped through a few things before turning the screen to Alice. ‘What I mostly found out is that Sadie Wilkins doesn’t exist.’

Alice took the phone and peered at the screen. 

‘That is the social media page for Sadie Donoghue.’

‘Wilkins is her married name?’

‘No, her married name is Donoghue, her maiden name is Rodgers. From what I can tell Wilkins isn’t her at all.’

Alice turned back to the phone. The photo showed Sadie looking happily at the camera, a man with his arm around her.

‘Notice this man isn’t the same one in the pictures in her apartment.’

She saw Vanessa was right. This man was older, and although he was smiling, there was a hardness to his eyes. She focussed on the arm around Sadie. His hand was holding her arm tightly.

Alice had seen men like this before, men who controlled the women in their lives.

‘Do we confront her?’

Alice shook her head. ‘Not yet. First, we need to figure out if she stole her own necklace. And why. She was in the room when Tracey put it into the safe, she could easily have seen the combination and slipped back into the office later.’

‘She stole it for the insurance.’

‘That’s a plausible explanation. One of them anyway.’

‘Have the police given you any updates?’

‘Contrary to some opinions, the police don’t actually work for me. Tracey called yesterday afternoon to say they’d questioned her. I got the impression they were blunt in their theory that she was the one who stole the necklace.’

‘I bet she loved that.’

Alice smiled. ‘She was indignant, which is a good thing, it means she’s not entirely cowed by the situation.’

‘Tracey, cowed? Not likely.’

‘You have to remember, Vanessa, at her core Tracey is an honest, conscientious woman. To be accused of stealing is an attack on her very nature. That can be devastating. The sooner we clear this matter up, the better. Did you find out anything else?’

Vanessa scrolled through a few more things. ‘Sadie Donoghue is married to Steven Donoghue, one son, two grandchildren, originally from Hastings, she’s a retired nurse.’

‘Really? Interesting.’

‘Why?’

‘Go on,’ Alice said.

‘That’s all I could find out. People should learn to make their social media accounts private. I do have her friend list though, so we could reach out to a couple of them to find out more.’

‘No, we don’t want to risk tipping her off that we’re on to her. David was in earlier. His people interrupted someone trying to break into this building in the middle of the night.’

Vanessa jumped up and rushed to the window, as if expecting to see lurking assassins by the dozen. ‘Surely it was Richard DuPont trying to get to you.’

‘That’s what I thought initially, but after his visit this morning I think it’s more likely to do with the theft.’

Not seeing any immediate dangers outside, Vanessa turned and leant against the windowsill.

‘At least that means Tracey can’t have done it. Think about it. If they had to break in a second time, then they must have broken in the first time, which means it can’t have been Tracey.’

‘While I admire your enthusiasm, we have no proof of that, and the police only like theories when they’re their own. No, we’ll need more than that to get Tracey off. Come on, I feel like a walk.’

On the ground floor, the receptionist quickly looked away when Vanessa waved.

The walk to the café was meandering in nature. They stopped to say hello to several people, and for Alice to admire the painting work on the outside of the Olympic Complex — and for Vanessa to admire one of the painters.

‘There’s something about a man who knows how to work with his hands,’ she remarked, as they wandered on.

‘I agree, it saves a lot of money on repair bills.’

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘I know what you meant,’ Alice replied with a grin.

The café was full of people that Alice didn’t mind, but didn’t particularly want to have a conversation with, so they took their drinks to go.

They completed a circuit of the village grounds, barely glancing at Sadie Last-name-unconfirmed’s apartment. Alice did note that all the curtains were drawn. Either Sadie was a late riser, or she didn’t want nosy parkers peering through her windows.

Alice didn’t like it when people made it hard for her to be nosy, although she did appreciate a challenge.

Finishing the lap, she paused to chat to two young men in green overalls with a pest company logo on the back. ‘Is that a real company?’

The blonde one of the two grinned. ‘Real-ish. Nothing to report, Ms Atkinson.’

‘You know who I am?’

The two men exchanged looks. ‘We’ve been briefed, ma’am.’

‘Then you should know not to call me ma’am. Good day, gentlemen.’

Alice and Vanessa made it back to the reception just as Alice’s phone rang. It was Tracey.

‘The police want to talk to me again. At the police station! Alice, I don’t know what to do.’

‘Calm down, woman. Do you have a lawyer?’

‘No, of course I don’t have a lawyer. Normal people don’t have lawyers, Alice. Normal people don’t need lawyers.’

‘Alright, I’ll make a call. Don’t say anything until he gets there. When you do talk to the police, just tell them the truth and you’ll be fine.’ She hung up, then scrolled through her phone and made a call.

‘I would have thought you wouldn’t need a lawyer now you’re retired.’

‘With all the murders here the last couple of years, I need one now more than ever,’ Alice muttered. ‘Vanessa, I need you to check out the office again, see if there’s anything we missed the first time.’

‘Sure thing.’

Vanessa disappeared through the door while Alice continued to the elevator. She noted the reception desk was empty, which was unusual, but not unheard of. The girl probably got called away by a resident.

When Alice stepped out onto her floor, she immediately saw her apartment door was slightly ajar.

She instantly went on guard. Inching forward, she examined the door. There was no sign it had been forced. Pulling out her phone, she opened the security camera application and scrolled through the recorded footage. Ten minutes ago, the picture suddenly went blank, coming back on three minutes after that. She checked the live view and saw herself standing there.

Although technology wasn’t her thing, she recognised a jammed signal when she saw it. Someone had entered and exited her apartment while she was walking the grounds.

She nudged the door with her foot and it swung wide.

No, she was wrong.

Someone had entered her apartment, but they hadn’t left again.

Easing through the doorway, she glanced left and right, then cautiously approached the body on her living room floor.

The clothes had given the ID away instantly, but she needed to check the face to be absolutely sure. She walked carefully around the body until the head came into view. There was no doubt about it.

Richard DuPont was lying dead in her apartment.

Although there were a lot of unanswered questions, how he died wasn’t one of them. There was a large carving knife sticking out of his back. Her carving knife.

Her phone was still in her hand, but instead of calling the police, she took a couple of pictures of the body, then bent down to look at the wound site. It was high, slightly to left of centre. The angle meant the blade would have pierced his heart. Death would have been instantaneous. It explained the small amount of blood anyway.

Something on his face looked out of place. She peered at the burn scar on his cheek. The end was slightly torn away from the skin. Frowning she reached out with her fingers and gave it a small tug.

‘Freeze!’

She stood up sharply, whirling to face the door, and immediately regretted both moves when her hip protested and her head swirled.

Two uniformed police officers stood in the doorway.

‘Step away from the body.’

‘Well, which is it? Freeze or step away?’

The first officer in the room didn’t appreciate her humour. ‘Back away to the window. Now!’

She did as she was told and watched one of the officers check Richard for a pulse.

He shook his head at his partner. ‘Cuff her.’

‘Is that necessary?’ asked Alice.

‘Do it.’

The junior officer approached Alice apologetically, before zip-tying her hands behind her back.

She sighed. Whatever happened to the good old days, where the police used handcuffs that could be picked? You couldn’t pick a zip-tie. Although in deference to her age, the officer hadn’t tightened them all the way, she could probably pull her hands free.

For now, she would wait to see what happened next.

One of the officers made a call and a short time later a bunch of other officers appeared.

More time passed, then Detective Wilson arrived. He talked to some of the uniforms before walking over to where Alice was sitting on the kitchen stool. She was feeling grumpy. Her hip hurt from the sudden twist and now her arms were hurting from lack of movement.

‘Who decided to zip-tie a ninety-eight-year-old woman?’ Wilson asked. ‘Get these off now.’

With her hands free, Alice massaged her wrists and wriggled both shoulders.

‘Ms Atkinson, can you tell me what happened here?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine, I’m afraid. I went for a walk, came home, and found this man lying there.’

Wilson appeared thoughtful as he checked his notebook. ‘Approximately thirty-four minutes ago, 111 received a call from a man alleging that he was being attacked. The call cut off, but before it did, he said Alice is going to kill me.’

Few things in life surprised Alice, but this was one. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘That you would murder someone?’

‘That I would let them make a phone call.’

Wilson’s mouth twitched. ‘You’re not helping yourself, Ms Atkinson.’

‘Detective Wilson, as you point out, I am almost at triple figures. He’s taller, younger, and stronger than me. How on earth could I possibly kill him?’

‘The entry point is in his back,’ Wilson observed. ‘Did you know the victim?’

‘Sort of, and so do you. This is Richard DuPont.’

Wilson put his notebook away and gazed around the apartment. ‘I’m sure we will get to the bottom of this, but in the meantime, Ms Atkinson, I need to inform you that you are a person of interest in the murder of Richard DuPont.’
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‘This is crazy.’

‘Bonkers.’

‘This is no time for politeness. The police are a bunch of incompetent, lazy, moronic... Freda, get me a thesaurus.’

Alice looked around her circle of friends with amusement and appreciation. They were sitting in the games room of the Olympic Complex, after Owen commandeered the room from a group playing bridge. For the moment they were alone.

Around the table were Freda, Les, and Owen.

Vanessa was pacing, like a shark circling a boat.

‘Why are you so calm about this?’ Freda demanded. ‘They think you murdered someone.’

‘Well, first off, this isn’t my first time being accused of that. Secondly, apart from the body being found in my apartment, the police have no evidence to prove I killed the man.’

‘But what was he even doing in your apartment?’

Alice turned to Owen, touched by the concern on his face. ‘I don’t know. He came to see me earlier, but then he left. I don’t know why or when he returned.’

‘We need to do something,’ said Vanessa.

‘Yes, dear. What would you suggest?’

Vanessa stopped pacing. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, until you do, why don’t you stop wearing a groove into the carpet.’

Reluctantly, Vanessa slumped into a seat and immediately jumped up again. ‘Nope, can’t do it. It’s bad enough this guy has been coming after you for months, and that he “accidentally” caused Teresa’s death, and that he thought he could just walk away. Now he has the nerve to die in your home and make you the prime suspect.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Alice said slowly. ‘That is interesting.’

‘Interesting?’ Vanessa repeated with astonishment. ‘Interesting!’

‘Oh, go and do something useful, dear, all this pacing is getting on my nerves.’

‘Fine,’ Vanessa snapped, and stormed out of the room.

An awkward silence followed.

Freda cleared her throat. ‘At the risk of being told to leave as well, Vanessa is only being indignant on your behalf.’

‘Well, I didn’t ask her to be.’ Alice heard the tone in her voice and sighed. ‘I’ll make it up to her later.’

‘You need a lawyer,’ said Owen.

‘He’s currently assisting Tracey.’

‘Forgive me, Alice, but I think a murder accusation trumps one of theft.’

‘As of right now, I haven’t been accused of anything. I’m just the prime suspect.’

‘Er, isn’t that the same thing?’

‘Not quite. Once they get to the actual accusation stage, then I’ll worry. That means they’re not looking at anyone else.’

‘None of this makes sense,’ Freda said.

‘Murder rarely does,’ replied Alice. ‘There are two facts we know for sure. The first is that Richard DuPont is dead. The second is that I didn’t do it. So, instead of wallowing around waiting for the police to decide I must have done it, I need to find out who actually killed him.’

‘Right.’ Owen sat up straighter. ‘How can we help?’

Alice thought for a moment, wishing that she hadn’t made Vanessa leave. Although it was a bit late to admit it, these days she sometimes needed the stimulation of Vanessa’s energy to get her own brain working properly.

‘Someone must have gotten into my apartment. So, let’s see if anyone saw someone out of the ordinary.’

Freda and Les exchanged glances.

‘Er, Alice, there are a lot of strangers around the village at the moment. That pest control company for a start.’

Alice swore inside her head. Having David’s people on site was supposed to help, not hinder things. ‘For the time being let’s ignore the ant people.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive. There must have been someone else.’

‘You’re assuming it wasn’t someone from Silvermoon,’ Freda pointed out. ‘After the last couple of years, I don’t think we can rule anyone out.’

Alice was about to disagree, then she thought of Sadie Wilkins/Donoghue. There was definitely something shady about her.

‘Alright – but start with the newer residents and work your way back. And don’t let the police see you questioning people. They tend not to like the fact that it doesn’t take special training to ask a question. And don’t do anything to put yourselves in danger. Perhaps you should remain as a group. In fact, maybe wait until I can go with you.’

Owen put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Alice, we’ll be fine.’

She didn’t find that reassuring.

The door opened as the others stood up, and Vanessa slipped back inside. Her cheeks were red and she was slightly out of breath. ‘Detective Wilson is on his way over.’

‘Alright.’ Alice studied her companion. ‘And?’

‘Lucy the receptionist just told me that when Richard DuPont came out of the elevator after seeing you, his shirt was ripped and he had blood on his face. He said you’d attacked him.’

Alice’s brain froze for a millisecond, then kicked into high gear.

‘You didn’t attack him, did you?’ asked Freda.

‘No, but in light of his murder a few minutes later it does look damning.’

Before they could say anything else, the door opened and Detective Wilson entered with a uniformed officer. His eyes scanned the room before stepping to one side.

‘You can all leave. I need to speak with Ms Atkinson alone.’

Her friends started to protest, but Alice shushed them and they left, casting dark looks at the police officers.

Vanessa stayed where she was, behind Alice.

‘You too, Ms Carson.’

‘No.’

‘I’m afraid unless you’re a lawyer I’m going to have to insist.’

‘You can insist all you like. Alice doesn’t have a lawyer here, and you’re not going to question a ninety-eight-year-old woman without an advocate present.’

Wilson gave her a shrewd look, then nodded.

He took a seat opposite Alice. ‘Tell me about your relationship with Richard DuPont.’

Alice had already decided to share most of the story. ‘Richard DuPont is related to a man I knew almost sixty years ago. I recently became aware that he was trying to buy the Silvermoon Retirement Village. As I’m sure you will eventually find out, I am the owner. I refused to sell it to him. He became persistent.’

‘Is that all?’

‘No. One of his employees is currently under arrest for the murder of my friend Teresa, who was drowned in Wellington Harbour two weeks ago.’

‘Do you think you were the intended victim?’

‘I did,’ Alice admitted, ‘until Richard DuPont told me that Teresa was the target all along.’

Wilson put down his pen and steepled his fingers. ‘And how did that make you feel?’

Alice mirrored his gesture. ‘Detective, I’m sure you would find this conversation more informative if you didn’t ask such stupid questions.’

Wilson smiled briefly. ‘Indulge me.’

‘It made me angry, but no angrier than thinking that I had been the target. Someone targeting my friends is the same as going after me. I don’t like it.’

‘Don’t like it enough to murder someone?’

‘Detective Wilson, if I resorted to murder every time I got angry, there would be a lot fewer people in the world. I don’t kill people.’

‘Ever?’

‘Ever.’ Almost ever, she added in her mind.

‘Let’s go over the events of today. Mr DuPont came to visit you. What did he want?’

‘To tell me he was leaving the country and no longer wished to buy the village.’

‘And how did that meeting go?’

‘Very well. He said his piece, I wished him well, and he left.’

Wilson slowly turned the page in his notebook, studied it for a moment, then said. ‘We have a witness that states the meeting didn’t end as amicably as you’re suggesting.’

‘I’m sure she saw what she saw, but Mr DuPont was in perfect health when we parted.’

‘She?’

Alice kept her expression neutral. ‘Yes, I presume the witness is our receptionist, since he would have had to pass her on his way out.’

Wilson nodded. ‘In fact, it was the receptionist. She alleges Mr DuPont claimed you attacked him. He asked for somewhere to sit for a moment, so she showed him into the small room behind reception. She went to fetch a glass of water, but returned to find him gone. She noted the time, as the village manager wanted all incidents recorded. Coincidentally, this is the same time as the 111 call. So, here we have a man claiming you attacked him. Then a short time later, he makes an emergency call where he tells the operator you were going to kill him. After which, his body is found in your apartment. It's an interesting timeline, don’t you think?’  

Alice remained quiet. It wasn’t conclusive, but someone had undeniably gone to a lot of trouble to make it look like she’d killed Richard DuPont. Or perhaps Richard DuPont had been trying to set her up and his actual death had been unplanned.

‘She was with me,’ Vanessa said. ‘From the moment DuPont left, we were together. And taking a walk around the grounds, with plenty of witnesses. She couldn’t have done it.’

Wilson turned his attention to her. ‘And you were with her the entire time?’

Vanessa opened her mouth to reply, then looked at Alice helplessly.

‘Apart from the last five minutes,’ Alice said. ‘I went up to the apartment alone.’

Wilson nodded. ‘I would like to think you’re not a flight risk, but it goes without saying that you are not to leave town.’

‘Assuming I can’t go back into my apartment, may I stay next door? It’s currently unoccupied.’

Wilson considered her request, then nodded once. ‘Your apartment will remain an active crime scene for now. There will be a guard posted outside tonight.’

‘What about her pyjamas and toothbrush and things?’ asked Vanessa.

‘Give my constable a list of what you need and he will collect them for you.’

Alice sensed Vanessa was about to protest and she quietened her with a shake of her head. She was long past being precious about someone going through her things, and there was nothing valuable hidden in her bathroom. She wasn’t happy about her apartment being filled with police officers, but there was nothing she could do about that. Besides, she wasn’t planning on being kept out of it long.

‘Thank you, Detective.’

‘Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your interactions with Richard DuPont?’

His words were casual, but Alice wasn’t naïve enough to fall for the fishing expedition.

‘I can honestly say that I have no idea who killed Richard DuPont.’

‘How about why?’

‘You’ll have to ask the murderer, Detective.’

He didn’t actually say he thought he was, but she could see the words in his expression.

‘I’m sure you will do this already, but I think you would find it informative to study his face, Detective.’

‘Why?’

‘I’m a little tired. Vanessa, would you help me back to the apartment to rest?’

Detective Wilson rose with the two women but stayed at the table as they left.

Once they were outside the building, Vanessa exploded. ‘He’s a bit of a—’

‘Yes, he is, dear, but he’s also good at his job.’

‘How can you defend him?’ Vanessa said.

‘I’m not defending him. I’m telling you he’s a competent detective, which means he will be open to looking beyond what’s in front of him. That’s lucky for us.’

Vanessa opened and closed her mouth several times, then appeared thoughtful. ‘Alright, so it means that he’s sensible enough to know that you couldn’t have killed Richard DuPont.’

‘Didn’t, dear. I could have done it, but I didn’t, a very important distinction.’

Vanessa checked to make sure no one had heard that. ‘You know, you’re not very good at helping yourself sometimes.’

The sun came out from behind a cloud. Alice squinted. Off to the left, she saw Freda and Les talking earnestly to one of the café staff. To the right she saw the fake exterminators loading equipment into a van.

She walked over just as they were getting ready to leave.

‘You good?’ one of them asked.

‘Please ask David to call me, and don’t come back.’

‘Way ahead of you. Take care, ma’am.’

He started the engine and drove slowly through the gates.

‘Don’t we need them now more than ever? The person who killed DuPont is still around.’

‘What we don’t need is the police finding out that I was worried enough to hire private security. The sooner David’s men are out of the picture the better.’

‘Oh, right. I guess I still have a lot to learn.’

‘Not compared to where you started,’ Alice replied. She looped her arm through her companion’s, partly for comfort and partly for support, and they made their way back inside.

Alice’s place was still a hive of activity, but luckily Vanessa still had the key to next door. The second apartment was exactly the same size and layout as the first and, apart from some recent additions, was largely untouched since she’d moved in next door.

Vanessa walked straight to the wall next to the master bedroom.

‘Isn’t this your painting?’

‘Yes, when I thought there might be police wandering around, I moved a few things in.’

‘A few stolen things.’

‘I never stole anything,’ Alice replied, primly. ‘Of course, some of the owners were less than happy parting with their possessions, but I have no control over other people’s feelings.’

Vanessa had heard this often enough to not be surprised.

She opened the fridge, which was empty. ‘I’ll need to go to the supermarket if you want dinner, or breakfast.’

‘I’ll write a list, but for tonight we’ll eat out.’

‘What are we going to do in the meantime?’

‘Wait.’ Alice sat down on the couch, a twin to the one in her apartment.

‘Wait for what?’

‘For everyone to go home for the day.’
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One of the benefits of designing and overseeing the construction of the Silvermoon Retirement Village was that Alice had been free to incorporate some special features.

She’d never used this particular one before but there was a first time for everything.

Because this apartment was identical to hers, the spare bedrooms backed onto each other. In particular, the spare bedroom wardrobe shared a wall with hers.

Alice stood in the wardrobe now, running her hands over the wall. She found the right spot and pressed firmly with both hands. There was an audible click and a small section of the wall, half her height, popped open on a hinge.

‘What the actual heck!’

Alice glared at Vanessa.

‘You do understand the concept of stealth, don’t you?’ she said, quietly.

‘Sorry,’ Vanessa whispered.

Alice stooped and walked through the gap, pushing open the wardrobe door on the other side, and stepping into her own apartment. Swiftly crossing the bedroom, she peered through the open door.

The place was empty, but she knew there was a constable outside the front door. He was currently eating a bacon and egg sandwich, courtesy of Vanessa, and settling in for a long boring night.  

Richard DuPont’s body had been removed by the police and, unlike the television programmes of the sixties and seventies, there was no chalk outline. She was still going to have to replace the carpet.

Vanessa joined her at the door and they split up. They’d already discussed what they were looking for — anything that didn’t belong, or anything that was missing. Alice was confident that Vanessa knew the apartment well enough to spot anything out of the ordinary.

Vanessa started in the kitchen and Alice in her bedroom. There was evidence someone had been in there, but it was most likely the police officer collecting her overnight things.

When she emerged into the living area, Vanessa was on her hands and knees looking under the coffee table. She straightened up and shook her head. The light was fading rapidly and they couldn’t risk switching on the overhead lights. Alice stood in the middle of the room and did a slow rotation. Nothing leapt out at her. She checked her watch, then did one more turn. Halfway around, she stopped.

Something by the front door. From this distance, she couldn’t tell what, but something was out of place.

Treading lightly, Alice crossed to the door, just as the lock clicked and the handle turned.

Stepping to the side, she held her breath and pressed herself against the wall. She couldn’t see Vanessa.

The door swung open.

A shadow stepped through the doorway and stopped just out of sight.

Suddenly the room was flooded with light.

Alice blinked a few times to adjust her eyes and went cold when she saw Vanessa’s foot sticking out beyond the edge of the couch.

Seconds dragged as she waited for Vanessa’s foot to be seen.

Finally, the lights flicked off and the door swung close. A click indicated the lock had engaged.

Alice let out her breath.

She took a step and a shooting pain went through her left calf. She clamped her mouth shut to stop the yelp escaping.

Vanessa was gesturing towards the spare room.

Alice shook her head and pointed at her leg.

Vanessa raised her shoulders in confusion and Alice pointed at her leg again. She reached down and tried to massage the cramp away.

‘What are you doing?’ Vanessa mouthed.

‘Cramp’, Alice mouthed back.

Vanessa shook her head.

Alice waved her over.

When Vanessa reached her, Alice pointed to her calf and whispered, ‘Cramp.’

Vanessa squatted down and took over trying to ease the pain. After a few moments, Alice breathed a sign of relief and indicated they should go. She was almost at the spare bedroom when she remembered she hadn’t checked the front door for the thing she thought was out of place.

With her hand, she gestured for Vanessa to stay while she went back, but as hard as she tried it was too dark for to see what had troubled her.

When her calf twinged, she quickly shuffled back to Vanessa.

Neither spoke until they were safely back in the other apartment with the panel closed.

‘Are you alright?’

Alice nodded, although she was beating herself up for having the eyes of an old lady. Younger Alice would have easily been able to find what she was looking for in complete darkness.

‘I guess I was so busy not moving that my muscles didn’t like it. That and hoping that he didn’t see your foot sticking out from behind the couch.’

Vanessa’s cheeks went a little red. ‘I thought I was hidden.’

‘We need to work on your non-verbal communication skills as well. I didn’t understand half of what you were saying when you weren’t saying anything.’

‘That’s why they invented words.’

They entered the living area just as there was a knock on the door.

Vanessa opened it to find the overnight constable standing there.

‘Everything alright in here?’

‘Of course,’ Vanessa answered, with a bright smile.

He peered over her shoulder at Alice. ‘Only, I knocked before and there was no answer.’

‘Sorry about that. I was helping Alice in the toilet.’ Vanessa leaned forward in a conspiratorial way. ‘She finds it a bit of struggle sometimes.’

The officer nodded and stepped back, clearly uncomfortable. ‘Alright, I’ll leave you to it. Good night.’

‘Helping me in the toilet!’

Vanessa shrugged. ‘It’s like the mole thing. Now all he’ll think about is me helping you on the toilet.’

Alice nodded grudgingly. ‘Well done, I suppose.’ She sighed and sat down. ‘It was a wasted trip though. The one thing I thought I saw I couldn’t see because it got too dark.’

She saw Vanessa trying to work through the sentence, then give up. ‘Not a complete waste. I found this under the coffee table.’ She held up a tiny scrap of paper.

Alice took it from her. It was about the size of her thumbnail and appeared to be torn from the corner of a page. There was half of a letter, torn through the middle. It could have been a P or B or D or R... or half of the alphabet.

‘It’s something,’ she said, diplomatically.

‘Barely,’ said Vanessa. ‘All we have to do is compare this to every sheet of paper in the world and we’ll find the killer.’

‘Cheer up, Vanessa. Murderers are rarely identified by such a small clue. But it does raise some questions. For this to fall under the table, it must have been in someone’s hand, so why were they holding a piece of paper? Were they arguing over it?’

‘Maybe it was a note and the killer tore it out of Richard’s hand after they stabbed him.’

Alice studied the clue again. ‘I wonder if the police checked the rubbish bins?’

‘For the rest of the note!’ Vanessa said, excitedly. ‘We need to sneak back over there.’ She started towards the bedroom before Alice could stop her.

‘I don’t mean my rubbish bins. I’m sure the police scoured through them, but I doubt they’ve checked the ones downstairs. There’s one right outside the elevator in reception.’

‘You think the killer stopped to throw away evidence?’

Alice struggled to her feet. ‘I think if the murderer dropped this, and if they took it from Richard, then they might have wanted to get rid of the rest of it as quickly as possible. Assuming...’

‘Yes?’ Vanessa prompted.

‘The problem is not knowing whether we’re dealing with a planner or a spur-of-the-moment murderer.’

‘Pretend I don’t know the difference.’

‘It’s as it sounds. If a planner murdered Richard DuPont, they wouldn’t panic, they would have taken the piece of paper with them, carefully folded in a pocket, calm in the knowledge that no one would suspect them, let alone even stop them before they got away. A spur-of-the-moment killer would want to get rid of any evidence as quickly as possible, because they’d want to flee the scene of the crime before they’re discovered. They wouldn’t put evidence in my rubbish bin, because it’s in the kitchen out of sight of the coffee table. They would have rushed to the door, down the stairs, and seized the opportunity to use the one in the lobby.’

Vanessa’s eyes widened slightly, then she grinned. ‘You know what helps with leg cramp? Walking it out.’

‘Couldn’t agree more, dear.’

The constable outside leapt to his feet, then relaxed when Alice informed him they were going to stretch their legs with a walk through the gardens.

Reception was empty, with a small sign on the desk advising a number to call in emergencies. Alice knew that number was Tracey’s and for the first time she wondered how many emergency phone calls the manager received.

Rather than rummaging through the bin right there in the lobby, Vanessa removed the bag and carried it into Tracey’s office. It was only a quarter full, but Alice was still happy to leave the younger woman to go through it. She’d had her fill of bins and dumpsters over the years. It was time to let someone else enjoy the pleasure.

While she waited, she studied the safe once more. She knew the police had already fingerprinted it and would no doubt have found hers on there. It clicked open and she carefully examined the lock mechanism again. The bolt was sticky to touch. She sniffed her finger. There was a faint smell of mint. It could have been there from when the safe was installed — although why the manufacturer would have used mint oil to lubricate the mechanism didn’t make sense to her.

The mysterious dark spot was gone, probably cleaned away by the police, but the whole thing reminded Alice of a ploy she’d used in the past — jam something in the lock, so when the door closes it doesn’t engage properly. She wondered if Tracey had checked the door after it closed.

It was a theory, and one with a pretty clear, although confusing connotation. Sadie Wilkins/Donoghue stole her own necklace.

‘Found it.’

Alice closed the safe and turned to see Vanessa holding up half a piece of paper. Gingerly, Alice took it between her finger and thumb and held it close. It was a handwritten note.

‘Alice. I’m tired of our rivalry and intend to leave the country within the week. I would wish you well, but that would be a lie, I hope you are miserable. Richard DuPont’

Alice read it again, then asked Vanessa to take a photo of it.

‘We should show the police.’

‘And say what? We accidentally found this note while we were going through the rubbish bin? No, put it back. We’ll find a way to steer them towards this. I wonder though...’ She trailed off as she studied the message.

‘Was the rest of the paper in there?’

Vanessa scanned the pile in front of her. ‘Couldn’t see it. Why?’

‘If this is all that was on it, why tear it up?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘And why keep the bottom half?’

‘Still don’t know.’

Alice shook her head in frustration. There were too many things they didn’t know.

They left the office, putting the rubbish bag back, then heading upstairs.

The constable was on his phone, glancing up long enough to wish them goodnight, before going back to whatever he’d been watching. 

Vanessa wanted to spend the night. They had a decent argument about it. Alice almost wavered but in the end they agreed (reluctantly on Vanessa’s part) that Alice would stay put, get some rest, not do anything silly, and that she and Vanessa would pick things up in the morning.

After Vanessa left, Alice called David.

‘I got a full report. They saw your guy arrive and were standing by, and the next thing they knew the cops showed up.’

‘That’s alright, David, your team did what they were supposed to. No one else at Silvermoon was in danger.’

‘Except you’ve been accused of murder.’

‘You have good resources.’

‘That’s why you hired me,’ he replied, with a chuckle. ‘Seriously though, my guys were supposed to keep you safe as well. I feel like they failed.’

‘I’m alive and well. No failure there. Did they see the car he arrived in?’

‘Yeah, a big black SUV. It pulled up at the front door, dropped him off, then headed for the car park.’

Alice felt a tingle at the base of her spine. ‘He wasn’t driving?’

‘No, and before you ask, they couldn’t tell who was, the windows were tinted.’

‘Did they see the car leave?’

David didn’t answer right away. Finally, he said, ‘No report on that. I’ll check and get back to you.’ He couldn’t hide his displeasure and hung up before she could ask any follow up questions.

She felt a small amount of pity for his staff. But they had helped already. The fact that Richard DuPont had been driven to Silvermoon was hugely helpful, not in the least because the driver had suddenly shot to the top of the suspect list.

Unfortunately, the car park didn’t have security cameras.

Fortunately, this was a retirement village with no shortage of nosy retirees keeping an eye on things.

All she had to do was find the right nose.
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Although she would have liked to start asking questions immediately, Alice knew that morning would be the best time to catch people. And she needed to rest.

Reluctantly she went to bed without doing anything silly, waking up when her phone rang early the next morning.

‘Sorry, Gran. I think I screwed up the time zones.’

‘Don’t call me gran,’ Alice replied, through a yawn. She rearranged her pillows so she was sitting up and yawned again. ‘Where are you?’

‘Austria.’

‘Austria!’

‘I have to say trying to trace this family is one of the hardest things you’ve ever asked me to do. They left France and moved to Italy, then Greece, and finally Austria. They changed their names every time, which was surprising. It seemed overkill for the family of a murderer. From what I can tell, the press were all over the story at the time but it faded pretty quickly. It’s not like anyone was after them.’

‘Mmm. Perhaps you could ask his wife.’

‘She’s dead. Died fifteen years ago.’

‘Really dead or changed-her-name-again dead?’

‘I’ve seen the grave. And,’ Amanda went on quickly, ‘I talked to the undertaker who handled the body.’

‘He remembered her after all this time?’

‘Less of the scepticism, Gran. He remembered her because it’s a small village and they only have a few deaths a year. And she was a stunning brunette, those were his words. She’s definitely in the ground.’

‘Alright, I’m not sure that’s helpful since it’s not her after us. Wait, did you say brunette?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘Maybe nothing. Besides, things have moved on a little since then. Richard DuPont is dead.’

‘What? Alice, why didn’t you say that at the start? What happened?’

‘Depends who you talk to. If you ask me, someone murdered him. If you ask the police, I murdered him.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t keep saying that, Amanda.’

‘I’m coming home.’

‘If you like, but I’m sure it’ll be all sorted by the time you get here.’

The line crackled and Alice could hear music in the background.

‘Where are you?’

‘There’s some sort of festival in the village. Not sure what they’re celebrating, but you know me, any excuse to attend a party. I’ll book my flights and let you know the details. Try and stay out of the big house until I get there.’

‘The big house?’

‘The poky, inside, the clink, the slammer. Shall I order the cake with the file in it now?’

‘Goodbye, Amanda.’

Alice hung up. She felt both better and annoyed.

By the time she’d showered, dressed, and had a light breakfast, the annoyed part had disappeared. Amanda knew Alice better than anyone else alive, and knowing she was on her way home gave Alice a lightness to her step as she crossed reception to the front doors.

It was one of those Wellington days that looked like it should be warm when viewed through a window, but thanks to the Southerly that skimmed across the harbour and up the hill, was actually cold. She wrapped her arms around herself as she walked briskly towards the café.

Halfway there, she saw Sadie Wilkins heading home towards her apartment.

‘Sadie!’

Startled, the woman hurried away with a guilty expression.

Short of sprinting after her, Alice had no choice but to let her go. Besides, she was obviously heading home. Alice followed at a leisurely pace.

When she knocked on the front door there was no answer.

‘Sadie, I know you’re in there, you might as well open the door.’

‘No one’s home.’

Alice waited for the absurdity of those words to register.

A moment later, the door swung open and Sadie stood there looking sheepish. ‘Sorry.’

‘That’s quite alright. Now, perhaps you could tell me why you were running away from me.’

Sadie shifted her feet nervously. ‘I’d heard... there’s a story going around that you...’

‘Murdered someone,’ Alice finished.

Sadie’s cheeks flushed and she nodded. ‘People seem quite relaxed about it,’ she complained.

‘I suspect they know I didn’t do it.’

‘I’ve heard some dreadful things that have happened here over the last few years. Your name keeps coming up.’

Alice now understood her reaction. She could see how the number of murders at Silvermoon could be concerning to newer residents, and since she’d been involved in solving all of them, it was only natural that her name was associated.

‘Is it true that you once took on three burglars and sent them to hospital?’

Alice shrugged. ‘They went to hospital for a check up, there was no permanent damage. I think.’

Sadie’s eyes widened and she shuffled back a little.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Sadie. I’m not going to attack you. But I would like to ask you some questions — specifically, why you’re here under a different name, and whether you stole your own necklace.’

Sadie started shaking and her cheeks went from red to pale. ‘I didn’t steal my own necklace,’ she said, with an attempt at indignation.

‘But you know who did.’

‘No! I mean, yes, it was that Tracey woman. She’s the only one who could have done it.’

Alice could sense pushing the issue wasn’t going to get results. ‘And your name? Sadie Donoghue?’

If anything, Sadie went paler. ‘You haven’t told anyone else, have you?’ She looked over Alice’s shoulder and Alice wondered if she’d misjudged things.

‘No, he won’t find you here.’

Sadie’s eyes widened and she shook her head. It seemed like she was going to say something. Then she stepped back and slammed the door shut.

‘Leave me alone.’

Alice paused on the doorstep. Sadie had seemed worried when she thought Alice was a murderer, but when Alice mentioned a ‘he’, she had been terrified.

Normally, Alice would have been confident in her own ability to keep Sadie safe, but this was not normally. It might pay to get David’s team back, just in case. But no, having more strangers on site just created a bigger risk, Alice decided.

She stopped in at Charlie’s café for a herbal tea. She didn’t particularly like herbal tea, but coffee was disagreeing with her more and more, and she was sick of normal tea, and hot chocolates should be reserved for ski resorts or ten year olds. Herbal tea it was. Either that or water and she refused to come to a café, even one on village grounds, simply for a water.

The usual crowd was in and from the snatches of conversation she heard, murder was the hot topic. Owen, Freda, and Les sat at a table near the back. Alice ordered at the counter and then joined them.

‘How are you this morning?’ Freda asked.

‘Absolutely fine,’ she replied.

Freda didn’t seem to believe her, but said, ‘What’s the latest from the police?’

‘Nothing since yesterday, I presume they’re off somewhere making a hash of things.’

‘We’ve been asking some questions of our own,’ Les said, slightly pompously. ‘Nobody knows nothing.’

‘That’s a double negative, Les,’ remarked Freda.

‘Don’t tell me what it is, I was a teacher for forty years.’

‘Then you should know the difference between a negative and a double negative.’

‘I know that one of those is what you always are towards me.’

‘Anyway,’ Owen interrupted, before the married couple could get a full head of steam. ‘A few people saw Richard DuPont arrive, but no one paid enough attention to provide any useful information.’

‘What about the car he arrived in?’

‘Big black car. Mark remembered seeing it in the parking lot, with the driver inside, but he was distracted by the geraniums.’

Alice laughed. Mark was the resident botanist, constantly remarking on which flowers had been planted in the wrong spot. Somehow the gardening crew never managed to get the right flowers in the right spot according to Mark.

‘Jean remembered seeing the car leave, because she thought it was going too fast.’

‘Does she recall the time?’

Owen shook his head. ‘Not exactly, although she says it was just after three. She was supposed to be meeting Pam at three o’clock but left late.’

‘That doesn’t sound like nothing to me, Les,’ Alice remarked.

‘It doesn’t tell us anything though. A car arrived and then it left again.’

‘It’s extremely telling. Richard DuPont arrived in the car, but we know he didn’t leave, so why did the car?’

An excited expression crossed Freda’s face. ‘Because the driver was the real murderer!’

‘It’s certainly more plausible than me killing him.’

‘We should tell the police.’

‘Sit down, Freda,’ Alice said. ‘Even the police would have figured that out already. Did anyone else notice people around that shouldn’t be here?’

It was Owen that answered. ‘Apart from the pest people, just the usual family visitors. ‘

‘Alright. Perhaps we...’ Alice trailed off when she realised Freda was staring over her shoulder. She turned to see Detective Wilson and a constable coming through the café entrance. He paused to scan the room, then walked towards their table.

‘Ms Atkinson, may we have a word please.’

‘Why?’ asked Les.

‘Ms Atkinson, please?’

‘Certainly, Detective.’

Alice followed him outside, noting the constable bringing up the rear, effectively sandwiching her between them. She understood protocol, but the idea she would try to escape was laughable — why run when she could just overpower them both and stroll away? When she saw the patrol car waiting with its back door open, Alice realised that things were a touch more serious than she’d thought.

No one spoke, although the constable was careful assisting her into the back seat.

No one spoke on the way to the police station.

No one spoke on the ride up in the elevator.

No one spoke as they entered an interview room and sat down.

No one spoke when Detective Wilson opened the manila folder that was resting on the table and started reading.

Finally, he closed the folder and sat back.

‘Ms Atkinson, this interview is being recorded. While you are not under arrest at this time, I would like to offer you the opportunity to have a lawyer present.’

‘How kind of you,’ she replied, in her best little old lady voice. ‘But why would I need a lawyer just because someone was killed in my apartment?’

Wilson pursed his lips then carried on. ‘Ms Atkinson, can you tell me if you have ever been to Richard DuPont’s residence?’

‘No, I don’t believe so.’

Wilson sighed and opened the folder again. ‘Ms Atkinson, is this you?’

He turned around a picture that had obviously come from a security camera. It showed Alice standing outside Richard DuPont’s apartment door.

‘Yes, although it’s not a very flattering angle, is it?’

‘Ms Atkinson, why were you there?’

‘I was visiting a friend on the floor below and I got mixed up.’

‘Would this friend be...’ he checked the file once more, ‘Astrid Bellevue?’

‘Yes, lovely young lady, and her delightful baby Talia as well.’

‘We had a conversation with Mrs Bellevue. She alleges that she met you for the first time two days ago, when you claimed that you were looking for an apartment in the building for your great granddaughter. You then returned the next day and said the apartment was actually for you.’ He paused and studied Alice before returning to his notes. ‘She said you specifically asked her about Mr DuPont’s apartment. Several times. And that you were particularly interested in an item that Mr DuPont had given her as a gift. Finally, she said you had a mole on your face, right here.’ He touched his cheek. ‘In fact, when we first showed her your photo she didn’t identify you, because you do not have a mole. Why is that?’

‘I can’t answer that, Detective. Perhaps she has a poor memory. She did seem to be sleep deprived.’

‘Mmm. She mentioned that you were a great help in that area. And there were fresh flowers on her coffee table. She made a point to say they were from her husband.’

‘Good. I like a man that can take direction.’

She caught the edge of a smile from the constable sitting next to Detective Wilson.

‘I’ll ask you again, Ms Atkinson, why were you at Richard DuPont’s apartment?’

‘Have you asked his driver why they left while he was still at Silvermoon? That seems suspicious, don’t you think?’

Wilson frowned at the question, then nodded to himself. ‘Yes, we did. They received a text from Mr DuPont stating he would find his own way back to the city. They were a hire service and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. We can’t be sure, but we believe the text may have been sent after he was killed. We checked his phone — do you know what we found?’

Alice shook her head.

‘Your fingerprints.’ He paused to see her reaction. ‘How do you think they got there?’

She started to shake her head again, then stopped. ‘He showed me a photo on his phone.’

‘A photo of what?’

‘His mother.’

Wilson looked at her in disbelief.

‘I know it sounds strange, but he showed me a picture of a woman and said it was his mother.’ The memory that had been nagging at her popped up. Amanda had said Theodore Dupont’s wife was brunette but the woman in the photo had been a blonde. She wished she’d paid more attention now.

‘Why would he do that?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m old, Detective, people feel the need to show me things all the time.’

Wilson turned to the constable and indicated the door with his head.

After the constable left the room, he continued with the questioning. ‘Tell me about the incident you had with DuPont at Midland Park.’

‘As I told you last time, there was no incident. I was at a table enjoying the sun when he approached me. We spoke for a few minutes, then he left.’

‘Is that all?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why would he say you were hurting him? Why would someone claim to hear you threaten him with a knife?’

‘I honestly don’t know.’

‘That’s not a satisfactory answer.’

Alice shifted in the hard chair. ‘Detective, it is obvious that someone is trying to set me up for this murder.’

‘Perhaps,’ Wilson conceded. ‘But you have yet to tell me why. Without a reason, the only thing that is obvious is that the evidence is pointing to you, Ms Atkinson.’

‘Please, call me Alice, especially if you’re going to accuse me of murder.’

‘I’m not accusing you of anything, Ms Atkinson. The evidence however—’

‘Is circumstantial. That’s the correct term, isn’t it, Detective Wilson? At least that’s what they say on those television shows.’

‘Well, contrary to what television says,’ Wilson replied, with an annoyed expression. ‘An abundance of circumstantial evidence is enough to build a case. For instance, we have the murder weapon — belonging to you, the victim was found in your apartment, your fingerprints are on his phone. We have confirmation that you were seen on multiple occasions in his building, a witness who overheard you threaten him, and a 111 call with the victim saying Alice was going to kill him.’

‘Is that all?’ she replied dryly.

‘Ms Atkinson! You are not helping yourself. Please tell me what happened the day Richard DuPont came to your apartment.’

She shifted in her chair again. ‘You should get more comfortable furniture for when you’re interrogating elderly suspects.’

She saw the annoyed expression cross his face and decided that she’d been obstructive enough. ‘Very well.’

She outlined everything that had happened in the brief encounter with DuPont in her apartment, describing their connection as a loose family one. She thought explaining that she’d had Richard DuPont’s grandfather arrested for murder wouldn’t help matters.

Wilson made some notes, placing his pen on the table just as the constable re-entered. They had a whispered conversation, then the constable took his seat.

‘You say that Mr DuPont showed you a photo of his mother,’ he prompted.

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘I have just checked his phone. There were no photos of any women.’

‘He must have deleted it.’

She didn’t need his expression to show how weak her response was. Even she didn’t believe herself.

Wilson seemed to be having an internal discussion. She stayed quiet.

A knock at the door disturbed the peace.

Wilson barked an order and the door was opened by another constable.

‘Her lawyer is here.’

Alice felt a flutter of surprise but smiled innocently at Wilson. He gestured for them to be allowed in.

A woman Alice had never seen before walked through the door. She was in her early thirties, tall and thin, with brown hair and glasses, and she radiated confidence. Alice immediately liked her.

‘Detective Wilson, I’m sure you notified my client that she should have legal representation present when being questioned, yes?’ the woman asked, as she sat down next to Alice.

‘Of course. And you are?’

‘Annoyed. My client is an elderly woman with health issues and should not be put under undue stress. Are we finished here?’

Wilson opened and closed his mouth twice, then nodded. ‘As it happens, we were finished, for now. However we will have more questions for her.’

‘Excellent, and I’m sure my innocent client will be more than happy to answer them. Come on, Ms Atkinson.’

The woman helped Alice to her feet and they walked out of the room, down the elevator, and out the front door of the police station, without another word.

‘Not that I’m not grateful, dear, but who are you?’

The woman took off her glasses and grinned. ‘My name’s Grace Simmonds. Your friend Freda knows my mother. When you got brought in, they called me. Sorry it took so long, but none of my clothes are particularly lawyerly.’

Alice studied the black business skirt, white blouse, and black jacket and thought she seemed very lawyerly indeed. ‘I take it you’re not one?’

‘Gosh, no. I’m a singer.’

Alice shook her head and looked back at the police station. ‘You know lying to the police is a sure way to get in trouble, unless you’re good at it.’

Grace shrugged and indicated they should head to the right. ‘Technically I never lied. I didn’t say I was a lawyer, just that you should have legal representation.’

Alice replayed the conversation in her head, then nodded appreciatively. ‘You’re right. Very clever.’

‘Thanks. I’m planning on being an actress. Which is just a fancy way of saying I’m still living at home. The clothes are my mum’s. So, what did you do, anyway?’

‘I didn’t do anything, but the police think I murdered someone.’

Grace took the news in her stride. ‘Cool. I mean, not if you actually did it of course, but Freda seems to think you didn’t and Mum trusts her and I trust Mum so... we’re cool.’

‘You’re a very energetic girl.’

‘Sorry, it’s nervous energy.’

‘Don’t apologise. It’s exhausting but impressive.’

‘Thanks. Here we go.’

Alice saw Vanessa leaning against her car waiting for them.

‘I didn’t need to bake a cake then,’ she said.

‘No, thankfully. I’ve tasted your baking.’

‘Okay, I’ll see you guys later. Alice, let me know if there’s anything else you need. Vanessa, see you at boxing class.’

The whirlwind blew away before Alice had a chance to thank her.

‘You two know each other?’ she said, as Vanessa helped her into the passenger seat.

‘No, but in the four minutes we spoke I ended up agreeing to boxing classes with her and going to see her band perform this weekend. Thankfully she didn’t have more time or goodness knows what I would have committed myself to.’

‘She could be a useful person to know,’ Alice mused to herself, as Vanessa rounded the car and slid into the driver’s seat.

‘I went to your apartment this morning and you weren’t there. So I went looking and Owen told me you’d been taken. Why didn’t you call your lawyer?’

‘She would have advised me to keep quiet.’

‘Sound sensible.’

‘Yes, but it makes me seem guilty. Innocent people babble, guilty people say nothing.’

‘I can’t imagine you babbling.’

‘I didn’t. But I did learn some things.’ Alice stopped speaking and stared out the window.

‘Like?’ Vanessa said.

‘Whoever is setting me up has done a spectacularly good job. As I listened to the evidence, even I wondered if I’d done it. I’m surprised they let me go.’

Vanessa pulled into traffic. They went around the police station and down to the set of traffic lights at the intersection that would take them back to Silvermoon.  

‘Why did they?’

‘I don’t know. I suspect my age helped. They’re probably worried putting me into a cell might kill me. I finally found a benefit in being old. Turn right.’

‘But Silvermoon is left.’

‘Yes, but Richard DuPont’s house is right.’

‘You can’t be serious!’

‘It’s the perfect time to go. At least we know he won’t be home.’

‘The police will be watching it.’

‘No, they won’t. They’ve probably searched it already, but it’s not a crime scene so there’s no point them wasting resources keeping an eye on it.’

‘No.’

‘Yes.’

The light turned green, and Vanessa turned left.

‘Vanessa, I said—’

‘No.’

Alice was surprised at the intensity of the word.

‘You might not care what happens to you, and I know you have an answer for everything, but sometimes you’re wrong. And there’s a bunch of people back at Silvermoon who care very much about what happens to you and I’m not going to tell them that you were too stubborn to think about anyone but yourself. And... and...’

Alice patted her knee. ‘That’ll do, dear, your point is well made.’

They were almost home before Vanessa spoke again.

‘So, am I fired?’

Alice laughed. ‘Vanessa, one of the reasons I like having you around is that you’re not intimidated by me. I suppose you could say it’s part of your job description.’

Vanessa let out a sigh of relief, then grinned. ‘You know, I don’t actually have a job description.’

‘I could write you one if you like. Do you have one of those postie note things?’

‘Is it something along the lines of “do anything I tell her to do”?’

‘See? You don’t need it written down after all.’
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If Alice had hoped to slip into her temporary apartment unseen, she was disappointed. Owen was waiting outside the building. He mostly managed to keep the relief off his face as she got out of the car, and apart from asking if she was alright, he didn’t pester her with questions on the way upstairs.

As soon as she opened the door, she was struck by the smell of freshly made cookies, mingled with the aroma of coffee. The apartment wasn’t empty.

Freda came bustling out of the kitchen, apron around her waist and a smudge of flour on her arm.

‘Is that her?’ Les’ voice came from the direction of the bathroom. He came out with yellow rubber gloves on. ‘Excellent, I’ve just finished cleaning the bathroom.’

‘He never does this at home,’ Freda commented.

‘I have a cleaner,’ said Alice.

‘You won’t let me do the cleaning.’

Freda snorted. ‘Let you! I gave up asking thirty years ago.’

‘You should fire your cleaner, the bathroom was a mess,’ Les said.

‘Come in, I made cookies and, since I know you’re not drinking coffee at the moment, I got this instead.’

Freda reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a small silver hip flask.

‘That’s one of mine. How did you get it?’

Alice turned the object over in her hands, comforted by how familiar it felt. This particular hip flask was usually hidden in the bag she kept beside the couch in her apartment.

‘I didn’t,’ Freda replied. ‘Vanessa gave it to me.’

‘When I was hiding behind the couch, I figured I might as well pick it up,’ Vanessa said from the doorway. ‘Are those your famous chocolate chip cookies, Freda?’

Vanessa sidled to the kitchen bench and scooped two off the plate. She sighed with pleasure at the first bite.

Alice was quite sure that whiskey and cookies weren’t a common culinary pairing, but the combination of chocolate and alcohol were exactly what she needed as she filled her friends in on the events of the morning.

‘This is outrageous,’ Freda said when she’d finished. ‘They can’t possibly think you murdered the man.’

‘That’s exactly what they think, because all the evidence points in that direction. By the way, please tell Grace Simmond’s mother that she is a talented actress who will go far if she wants to.’

Freda looked pleased. For a moment, she forgot her disgust at the police’s incompetence.

‘Who’s behind it?’ asked Owen. He sipped his coffee and fiddled with the knot of his tie, a sure sign he was agitated.

‘I don’t know, but if they weren’t framing me for murder, I’d be rather impressed. Although the evidence is circumstantial, there’s plenty of it, and it all points at me. That takes planning and attention to detail. I’m afraid I may be failing to follow one of my most important rules.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Vanessa through a mouthful of cookie.

‘To always be the smartest in the room, and if you can’t, then to be the most cunning. I don’t think I’m either of those in this situation.’

Her friends were shocked into silence, broken by Vanessa having a coughing fit.

Les slapped her on the back a couple of times and she slowly got it under control.

‘Sorry, I think I just ate a chocolate chip the size of my fist.’

‘You are allowed to chew, dear.’

‘It’s your fault. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you admit that you weren’t the smartest person in any room.’

‘I’m ninety-eight years old, it was bound to happen at some point.’

‘I thought you were ninety-nine?’ Freda said.

‘I forget the exact number,’ Alice replied, dismissively. ‘Has anyone talked to Sadie Wilkins today?’

They all shook their heads.

‘She was a bit spooked earlier. Freda, you seem to have a good relationship with her, can you find out if it’s just me she’s worried about or more? Take Owen with you.’

‘Why not me?’ asked Les.

‘Les, I love you, but you’re not a person who people open up to. Your wife is, and Owen tends to listen more than he talks. Besides, I have a more important task for you.’

Les appeared mollified by her response as the others stood up.

Alice called out as they got to the door. ‘Owen, I suggest you be neighbourly and offer to drive her to see husband in the hospital.’

Owen replied to her suggestion with nothing more than a raised eyebrow.

After they were gone, Alice turned to Les who was eagerly awaiting his important task.

It was a shame she didn’t have one for him.

‘It’s possible,’ she said slowly, thinking furiously, ‘it’s possible that the thief who took Sadie’s necklace came back the next night. Does Tim Duncan still go for midnight swims?’

Les started. ‘You know about that?’

Alice didn’t bother responding. Obviously.

‘Why does Tim go swimming at midnight?’ asked Vanessa.

Les’ cheeks turned a deep red. ‘Ah, well he, it’s...’ He looked to Alice for help.

‘Tim used to be a frequent visitor to Breaker Bay before coming here,’ said Alice.

Vanessa looked just as confused, which on reflection Alice didn’t believe was a bad thing.

‘Let’s just say his budget for swimming trunks is zero.’

‘Oh. Oh!’ Vanessa’s cheeks turned their own shade of pink.

Alice thought they should move on before the uncomfortable conversation dragged out. Not that she minded swimming au naturale. In her younger days, that had been her preferred method — in the right situation and with the right company, of course.

‘Can you ask him if he saw or heard anything while he was out and about?’

‘Got it.’ Les leapt to his feet and saluted her before striding out of the room.

‘I could see you as an officer in the army.’

Alice laughed. ‘The only army men I want to spend time with are out of uniform.’

‘Alice!’

Alice chuckled again as Vanessa’s cheeks turned even pinker. ‘Although these days, I’m more likely to worry they’re feeling cold.’

‘Just when I think you can’t shock me,’ Vanessa said, with a shake of her head. ‘Alright, you’ve sent the troops off to do busy work, what’s the real plan?’

‘Busy work?’

‘You could have done both those tasks yourself. In fact, now that I know about Tim Duncan’s nighttime swimming, I suspect you would love the opportunity to wind him up about it. But you delegated, so what gives?’

‘Whoever actually killed Richard DuPont, we have to make some assumptions. One, they’re very smart — although, as that’s backed by evidence it’s probably not an assumption. Two, they’re a planner. Nothing was left to chance.’

‘They couldn’t have predicted the way you’d react.’

Alice ran a hand through her hair and realised she hadn’t brushed it that morning. ‘They could if they knew anything about me. They would have known I’d go to his apartment as soon as I... as soon as I knew where it was.’ Alice finished softly. ‘And who told us where his apartment was?’

‘Fiona Bellweather.’

‘Exactly.’

‘But she did it so casually.’

‘Mmm, but did she do it on purpose? That’s the question. The fact the police have me on video outside DuPont’s apartment was almost enough to have me arrested. What if her telling us where he lived wasn’t as casual as we thought?’

‘Which makes Fiona Bellweather the mastermind criminal behind everything? Seems a bit of a stretch.’  

‘Because she’s a woman? Or because she’s young.’

‘Because she looked like she was going to throw up just talking to you.’

Alice conceded the point with a nod. ‘I think it’s worth another discussion with her. Send her a message from my phone, will you? Your fingers are faster than mine.’

Within a few minutes, the meeting was set, although Fiona insisted on doing it via video call. Alice was thankful Vanessa was there to organise that. The last time she’d tried to do a video call she’d ended up wearing strange cartoon ears on the screen and had been unable to work out how to get rid of them.

When Fiona came onto the screen, it was immediately apparent why they were speaking over video rather than in person. In the background was a steam ship, which Alice recognised as the SS Earnslaw, the ship that powered its way around Lake Wakatipu in Queenstown.

‘I would have thought the police wanted you to stay in town,’ Alice said.

Fiona glanced over her shoulder. ‘Oh, no, they said I was fine to travel. I mean it’s not like I’m a suspect. They just want me available as a witness, but the trial is going to be months away. I thought after everything that had happened a long weekend away might help me. I’m just here for four days.’

‘How lovely.’

‘It is. I haven’t been to Queenstown for a long time, but I love this town.’

‘I just had a question for you,’ Alice said. ‘Why did you tell me where Richard DuPont lived?’

Fiona scrunched her face in confusion. ‘I think it was just part of the conversation. I just said that we’d all been there. You were the one who seemed interested in where it was.’

Alice tried to recall exactly what was said. It was only a few days ago, but a lot had happened between then and now.

‘You’re right, of course. You know how some things just bug you and you can’t remember, no matter how much you try? Just another symptom of getting old, I suppose,’ Alice said with a laugh.

Fiona laughed too. ‘No problem. Listen, I’ve got two more days here, then I’ll be back in Wellington. I’ll be happy to answer any other questions then, but just now I’ve got to go.’

‘Alright, thank you, dear. Wait! I’ve got one more question.’

An impatient expression crossed her face, but Fiona stayed on the line.

‘When did you go to Richard’s place?’

‘Oh. Um, I guess it was a couple of weeks before the boat trip. He said he was happy with the way everything was going and wanted to celebrate with us. Normally we went out for dinner somewhere, but he wanted to cook for us — some authentic French food. It was yummy.’

‘He had never invited anyone around before that?’

Fiona frowned. ‘Not as far as I know. I remember the others being as surprised at the invitation as I was.’ She looked away from the camera, then back again. ‘Sorry, I’ve got to go.’

The screen went blank.

Vanessa had been quiet throughout, but now she said, ‘The timing seems odd, don’t you think? He never invites people over to his apartment until two weeks before he has Teresa killed. Why?’

Alice tapped her phone thoughtfully on the arm of the couch. ‘I have a theory...’

‘Which you’re keeping to yourself?’ Vanessa asked when Alice didn’t continue.

‘Richard DuPont was in on everything, I think we can agree that. He didn’t strike me as a stupid man, so he must have known I was being set up for something.’

‘Right, with you so far. Until we get to the death bit. He can’t have known that was going to happen. Unless he was one of those, “I’m dying anyway and I’m going to sacrifice myself” types.’

‘What? Never mind. No, I don’t think that’s the case. But all that planning had to have happened somehow. If anything was on his phone, the police would have found it. If anything was in his apartment, I’m assuming the police would have found it. Which just leaves face-to-face meetings to discuss details. We need to find out who he’s been seen with.’  

‘We could ask Fiona. Or we could go back to the apartment building and talk to some people.’

Alice smiled innocently.

As her words registered in her own ears Vanessa looked disgusted. ‘I hate when you do that.’

‘Yes dear. Will you bring the car around?’

‘Yes, but only for me.’

Alice opened her mouth to protest and Vanessa cut her off. ‘It’s risky for you to be caught there, but the police barely know I exist. I’ll go back and talk to Astrid and some of the other neighbours and you will stay here where there’s less chance of getting in trouble.’

Alice raised her eyebrows.

‘I said less chance, not no chance.’

‘Fair. Alright, go, learn things. I’m going to bake the constable some cookies.’

It was Vanessa’s turn to be incredulous.

‘Fine, I’ll get some cookies from Charlie’s for him.’

‘Why? Actually, you know what? I don’t want to know, just tell me after.’

Alice walked down to Charlie’s with Vanessa and got two large chocolate chip cookies from the café. She appreciated the work the constable was doing, but that didn’t mean she was going to waste some of Freda’s delicious baking on him.

She asked for them to be microwaved for ten seconds and, when she carried them back upstairs, the smell of warm cookies accompanied her. She could almost see the constable drooling as she handed them over.

‘I’ll pop out with a cup of tea if you like?’ she said.

‘That’d be amazing, cheers. I haven’t eaten since breakfast. They were supposed to come back and do some more stuff inside, but got held up somewhere else. Hopefully they’ll be here in an hour, and I can have a proper lunch. Thanks again.’

‘My pleasure, dear. I’ll just put the kettle on. Be back in a few minutes.’

She did put the kettle on, and then immediately used the hidden panel to access her own apartment.

Crossing quietly to the front door, she zeroed in on the spot from the previous night. At first, she didn’t see anything and she began to think her eyes had been deceiving her in the dim light.

Then she saw a small mark. It was the size of a one-dollar coin and sat just under the locking mechanism. She didn’t remember it being there before.

Leaning closer, she saw it was dark red. Like the blob in the safe downstairs.

Aware of time passing, she took a couple of photos, then returned next door to make and deliver the cup of tea.

‘Thank you, ma’am. Much appreciated. I just got a call that the techs are on their way. I’d better finish this before they get here. The boss can be a little funny sometimes about accepting food and drink when we’re on duty.’

Alice thought it was good that the man didn’t know she was the chief murder suspect or he wouldn’t have been so quick to consume anything she gave him.

‘You’re welcome. I don’t suppose you know how long it’ll be before the police are finished in my home? It’s very upsetting.’ She looked like she might burst into tears.

The constable squirmed uncomfortably.

‘No idea, I’m afraid. That’s way above my paygrade. It shouldn’t be much longer though.’

She sniffed and nodded sadly, excusing herself much to the policeman’s relief.

Instead of going back to the apartment, she took the elevator to the ground floor. She might not have had time to study the mysterious blob on her door, but she knew where she’d seen something a lot like it.

Tracey’s office appeared untouched since the last time she’d been in there.

Alice went to the safe and punched in the code. Pulling the door open, she leaned forward to examine the red blob.

It was gone.

Alice stepped back and thought hard. It had definitely been there the last time she and Vanessa had checked. Hadn’t it? She knew her companion wouldn’t have taken it. That meant someone else had been in here, and they’d removed the evidence. She closed her eyes and tried to recall everything she could about the object. It was about the size of a piece of chewing gum, and dark red, like rust.

Alice went back to the office door and, standing with her back pressed against it, she surveyed the room, comparing it against the image she held in her mind. The problem is both she and Vanessa had been moving around last time, and any number of small changes could have happened as a result. For example, the visitor chair had moved to the left. Just a fraction, but it had definitely moved. The papers on Tracey’s desk had also shifted. Again, just a tiny amount, but enough to suggest that someone had been searching the place.

Had the police been back?

In her experience, police were thorough when searching but not terribly worried about keeping things tidy. More like puppies in a room full of balloons, with lots of chasing and bumping into things.

She returned to the safe and examined it again. Nothing appeared to have moved inside the safe, but there was only one way to be sure and that was to remove everything and do an inventory. She knew what should be in there.

Reaching out, she picked up the gold watch.

Suddenly the office door swung open, banging into the wall loudly.

‘Ms Atkinson! Please explain yourself.’

Detective Wilson stood in the doorway, a uniformed constable behind him.

Damn.
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Alice could count on one hand the number of times she’d actually been caught with her hand in the proverbial cookie jar. After the first time, she’d developed an almost foolproof way to talk her way out of it.

‘Detective Wilson,’ she said, with a broad smile. With her hand still inside the safe, she dropped the watch and, using her thumb and other fingers, wriggled loose the ring she’d been wearing.

‘Show me your hand!’ Wilson barked, stepping into the room.

She quickly complied.

‘I’ll ask again. Please explain yourself.’

‘Of course. After the horrible death of that man in my apartment, I began to worry about my valuables, so I was just depositing my wedding ring in the safe.’

She beckoned for him to approach, which he did, seeing the diamond ring clearly lying next to the gold watch.

‘How do I know the ring is yours?’

Alice moved over to the visitor chair and perched on the edge of it. ‘I suppose you don’t. But you are no doubt aware, Detective, there was a recent break in, and I’m sure the contents of the safe were inventoried. I think you’ll find there isn’t a ring on the list.’

Wilson looked from the safe to Alice and back again. He swung the safe door closed and they all heard it click.

‘May I ask what you are doing here, Detective?’

‘In case you’ve forgotten there was a murder upstairs.’

‘My memory may be a bit greyer around the edges than yours, Detective Wilson, but I can remember yesterday. That doesn’t answer my question, though. Why are you here? The murder took place in my apartment, not this office.’

Wilson stared at her with eyes that gave away none of his thoughts.

‘It was suggested that we might find you here, and if we hurried we might discover something. Which it appears was correct.’

‘Suggested by who?’ asked Alice.

‘That’s not important. How is it you have the combination to the safe?’

‘Tracey gave it to me.’

‘Is that something she does for all residents?’

‘If she did, it would negate having a safe, don’t you think?’

‘Ms Atkinson, may I be blunt?’

Alice gestured for him to continue.

‘Your attitude is not helpful. If you are innocent as you claim, you should be forthcoming with any and all information you possess. Instead, you are deliberately obstructive, which leads me to draw one of two conclusions: either you are innocent of the murder but hiding something else, or you are guilty of Richard DuPont’s murder. Which is it?’

Alice held his gaze, breaking away just before it crossed from steady to annoying. ‘Detective Wilson, you don’t get to be my age without hiding some things, and eventually it becomes so much a habit that you don’t know any other way. In answer to your question, yes, I am hiding something else, but I assure you in this instance it has nothing to do with the murder of Richard DuPont.’

‘And I’m supposed to just believe you?’

Alice stood up slowly, partly for effect, and partly because that was the only way she stood up these days.

‘Detective, if you want to hear all my secrets then you’d better call your wife and tell her you won’t be home for a week.’ She started to turn away, then paused. ‘And then tell your bosses you’ll need a month’s vacation to recover from all the things you’ve heard. If you need me, you know where to find me.’

‘Wait, what about the safe?’ the constable said, as Alice reached the door.

Alice held her breath, knowing this could go one of two ways.

‘As Ms Atkinson said, we know where to find her,’ Wilson said. ‘Call the station and get an inventory of what was in there after the burglary.’

Alice let her breath out slowly and strode from the office, knowing she’d gotten out of that by the skin of her teeth. That was a strange saying, given teeth didn’t have skin. She made a note to ask Vanessa to investigate the history of it. That would keep her out of trouble for a while.

She stopped at reception where Lucy the receptionist stammered out that she hadn’t told the detective anything, and she hadn’t been at the desk when Alice had gone into the office anyway, and she had no idea how he knew Alice was in there, and please don’t murder her as well.

A lightbulb came on and Alice realised why the girl had been acting weirdly around her.

‘Lucy, I did not murder anyone and I certainly won’t be doing anything to you, if that’s what you’re worried about. Now for goodness sake, girl, pull yourself together.’

Lucy took several deep breaths and smiled wanly. ‘Sorry, Ms Smith, it’s just after seeing that man come down from your apartment, and he was so... he had blood on his face and he said you attacked him and I’ve... heard some of the things that have happened around here, and your name is always in there.’

Alice smiled in what she hoped was a reassuring way. ‘My dear, it must have been a traumatic week for you, and with Tracey away I’m sure you haven’t had much support or direction.’

Lucy shook her head vigorously. ‘I’ve just been trying to do my job, but honestly, this isn’t what I expected. I just thought, since I’m good with people, that it would be a nice quiet place to work while I wrote my book.’

‘You’re a writer? How wonderful.’

Alice felt a twinge of guilt. This was the first real conversation she’d had with Lucy, even though she had been working at Silvermoon for almost six months. If Alice was honest with herself, once she’d recognised Vanessa’s potential and poached her from the front desk, Alice had had very little interest in the person who’d replaced her.

‘Yes, well trying to be. It’s hard when your mother is constantly telling you that you’re wasting your time.’

‘Any time following your dream isn’t wasted, Lucy.’

Lucy smiled brightly. ‘Thanks. Can you tell my mother that?’

Her laugh died when Alice replied, ‘Certainly, give me her number.’

‘Er, I...’

‘Can you tell me exactly what happened yesterday when the man came out of the elevator?’

Lucy shot a look towards the back office, then leaned in and lowered her voice so much that Alice strained to hear her.

‘When the elevator dinged, I didn’t pay much attention. I was down behind my desk because I’d just dropped my pen. Anyway, when I sat back up, that’s when I heard him.’ Now she was telling the story, Lucy’s face was animated. ‘He was yelling and stumbling around, and there was blood all over the side of his face.’

‘What was he saying, exactly?’

Lucy took a moment to think before replying. ‘He said, help, help she attacked me. When I asked who, he said, Alice, she attacked me, you must help me.’

Alice nodded, encouragingly. ‘Then what happened.’

‘I offered to get the nurse, but he insisted he would be fine. He just wanted to sit and have a glass of water. When I came back from the dining room with the water, he was gone.’

She frowned.

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know. Nothing.’

‘Go on, you’ve obviously thought of something.’

Lucy hesitated, then pressed on. ‘It’s just strange. He was yelling like he was about to keel over dead, but he still didn’t want me to get the nurse. It reminded me of my little brother, you know?’

Despite being an only child, Alice thought she understood what Lucy was trying to say. ‘Did you tell the police this?’

‘Oh no. That Detective Wilson scares me, and besides, he said to stick to the facts and that isn’t a fact exactly, it’s more like a hunch.’

Alice glanced towards the office, knowing Wilson would be out any second. She didn’t want to be seen talking to a witness (although she didn’t think his opinion of her could get any worse).

‘Anything else you can think of?’

Lucy shook her head. ‘No. I don’t speak French.’

‘He said something in French?’

‘I think so, I mean, it sounded French to me. I was almost out the door and he was talking to himself quietly. I just figured he was in shock, you know?’

‘You didn’t hear the words he said?’

‘Well, maybe a couple, but like I said, I don’t speak French.’

‘No, neither do I, but sometimes we might hear a word that sticks in our heads.’

The sound of a door opening told her time had run out.

‘Think about it and let me know. Thank you, Lucy. I’ll see that someone tells you what you should be doing, at least until Tracey gets back.’

Alice managed to get to the elevator button before Wilson and the constable emerged from the back. Although she saw him glance suspiciously at her, he didn’t ask why it was taking her so long to wait for the elevator. When he stopped to talk to Lucy, Alice hurriedly got into the elevator and pressed the second floor button.

As the elevator smoothly lifted upwards, Alice considered what Lucy had told her. It had mostly confirmed her suspicions. She knew DuPont had faked the attack, and the fact he hadn’t wanted a nurse simply confirmed it. The blood could have been his own, or more plausibly came from a small vial in his pocket which he’d tipped over his face while in the elevator. She didn’t for a second think that he was talking to himself in French. He’d obviously telephoned his accomplice. He’d hidden while Alice and Vanessa had come downstairs and, once they were safely outside, he went back upstairs where his accomplice turned into his murderer.

All fingers pointed towards the driver.

No one at Silvermoon could have done it. Not that the residents weren’t capable of murder — her experience told her otherwise. However, everything Richard DuPont had done had been meticulously planned.

When the doors opened on her floor, she was already making a list. Number one was to get access to DuPont’s phone. There had to be evidence of a message or a call around the time he was downstairs. Number two was to talk to the one person who had a motive for killing him, other than herself: Kevin Lonagan, the man who had killed Teresa.
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Neither task proved easy. Alice called a man she knew who was a whizz at electronics, to see if he could access DuPont’s phone data through his phone company. Unfortunately, Troy told her that new security software introduced in the industry had made it virtually impossible to get.

The second task was equally as tricky. She didn’t have contact details for Kevin Lonagan, and anyway, the man was in hiding now that he was out on bail, awaiting trial.

Whichever way she looked at it, she needed the police’s help to achieve both tasks. And she knew that wasn’t exactly going to be forthcoming since she herself was the prime suspect in a crime.

She took a break to call Tracey and tell her it was time to come back to work. Then she went back to wrestling with the problem. She was still without an answer when Vanessa returned.

‘Man, you stirred up a hornets’ nest in that building.’

‘What do you mean?’

Vanessa began pacing the living area, a sure sign the adrenalin was still flowing. ‘For a start, Astrid thinks the sun shines out of your.... you know. She said the police questioned her about you and she refused to believe you were anything other than a sweet old lady who helped her with her baby and her marriage. And while I was there, a bunch of flowers arrived from her husband.’

‘Someone’s overcompensating,’ Alice murmured. ‘Go on.’

‘After I visited her, I went up to DuPont’s apartment. I had a cap and sunglasses on and my hair was hidden, just like you said. Even though I’ll be on the camera, there’s no way they’ll know it was me. The lock was easy,’ Vanessa said, proudly. ‘Ten seconds and I was inside. The place was immaculate. Like think Astrid’s place times ten. I thought I’d walked into the wrong apartment for a second. It looked unoccupied. The only thing I saw in there was furniture — at least at first. When I looked around, I found that his wardrobe was full of clothes, and then I remembered your secret entrance,’ she nodded towards the bedroom, ‘so I looked closer. There was a false panel in the floor.’

Vanessa paused for praise and instead got an impatient wave of the hand from Alice.

Slightly disappointed, she went on. ‘The panel was hiding a space about the size of a shoebox. Inside was money — bundles of New Zealand dollars and a whole bunch of Euros. There was also a SIM card for a phone.’

‘Did you bring the SIM card?’

Vanessa looked shocked. ‘It’s evidence! The police would be angry if I took anything.’

Alice waited and Vanessa broke into a grin.

‘Of course I brought it. If the police haven’t found it by now, that’s their fault. Anyway, I put everything else back, then got out of there.’

‘Good girl. Let’s see what’s on that card.’

Vanessa retrieved it from her pocket, then fiddled around with her phone for a moment, removing her card and inserting the new one. ‘If this infects my phone with a virus, you’re paying for a new one.’

‘If it solves the case, I’ll buy you ten new ones.’

It didn’t solve the case, but it did raise a bunch of new questions.

There were no calls or messages but there were photos. A lot of them. And all of them of Alice.

Vanessa stared at Alice in shock.

Most of the photos appeared to be of Alice in the grounds of Silvermoon, taken from a high angle. Others were of Alice on a city street. She didn’t venture into the city often, and she recognised this as a trip she’d taken several months ago.

‘So now we have proof that Richard DuPont was stalking you.’

‘Perhaps, except how do we show anyone? We got the photos illegally and can’t even prove they came from DuPont’s apartment.’

Vanessa was stricken. ‘Because I took it. What an idiot! I should have left it there. I’ll take it back.’ She leapt up from the couch and snatched the phone out of Alice’s hands.

‘Vanessa! It’s too risky to take it back now. Besides, there might be something we can learn from these photos.’

‘But I took something that could have helped you.’

‘You couldn’t have known. Sometimes we make split-second decisions that backfire. Don’t dwell on it.’

‘That’s easy for you to say,’ Vanessa muttered. ‘The last mistake you made was in the seventies.’

Reluctantly Vanessa returned to the couch and they went through the photos again at a slower pace.

‘These ones were taken from above, but I don’t remember a helicopter flying over the village.’

Vanessa’s lips twitched into a smile. ‘They were probably taken on a drone.’

‘A what?’

‘It’s like a small toy, about this big,’ Vanessa held her hands out around the size of a loaf of bread. ‘A person could be parked down the street and fly the drone over the village by remote control. Chances are people wouldn’t have even noticed it.’

Alice felt a dual sense of frustration and irritation at how much she no longer knew about technology and the way the world worked. Things used to be much simpler back in her day. Then she got mad with herself for thinking about the phrase ‘back in her day’ because that’s what old people did. And finally, she got annoyed because she was old, no matter how much she didn’t want to admit it. She missed her apartment. Her fingers twitched to hold one of her hip flasks. Everything was wrong. Everything was upside down, and she was being pulled in so many directions she was stretched thinner than she normally was.

Vanessa jolted her out of her pity by handing her a plate.

‘Is there supposed to be food on this?’

‘Not if you’re going to break it.’

Alice scrunched her face in confusion.

‘You look like you want to break something and I’d rather it was a plate than yourself, or me.’

‘That’s ridiculous. I’m not going to throw a plate like some hysterical housewife.’

‘Then pretend you’re Greek or something.’

‘That’s—’

‘Alice!’

Alice launched the plate across the room as hard as she could. It struck the edge of the kitchen counter, where it smashed, scattering pieces in different directions.

Immediately she felt better and more energised.

‘See?’ Vanessa said.

‘How did you know I needed that?’

‘Alice, I’ve been your... apprentice/slave/personal assistant for almost a year. While you’ve been teaching me, I’ve been watching you. This thing has got you pulled in all different directions and you haven’t been yourself. You’ve been taking risks and doing mad things like trying to run away from the people who can help you.’

‘Neither of those things are new for me.’ Alice sighed. ‘But you’re right, I feel like someone else has been pulling the strings all the way through. I don’t like it.’

‘I’ve noticed. In fact, we’ve all noticed. Now stop acting like someone else and start acting like Alice.’

‘And what does Alice act like.’

‘Like she has all the answers even when she doesn’t. Alice fakes it until she makes it. So, in your own words, be the smartest person in the room, and if you aren’t, be the most cunning.’

‘What if they’re smarter or more cunning than me?’

‘Impossible,’ Vanessa declared. ‘I can accept that in the entire history of the world that might be true of one, maybe two other people, but not the murderer. Not whoever is behind this... What?’

Alice had stopped staring and was smiling. ‘I knew I saw something in you, but my goodness you remind me of myself at your age. Always questioning, never settling for an answer until you’ve seen it with your own two eyes.’

Something stirred inside her mind. Not about the murder but the theft from the safe.

‘We need to talk to Tracey.’

‘I saw her downstairs as I was arriving. She said you’d rung and told her to get her butt back into the office.’

‘Something like that. Go fetch her will you, then you can tidy up the broken plate.’

A short time later, Vanessa returned with Tracey.

Despite appearing tired, she was still dressed immaculately. ‘The police still think I stole the necklace,’ she said.

‘Well, I don’t, and since you work for me, mine is the only opinion that counts.’

Tracey smiled gratefully and sat on the edge of the chair opposite Alice. ‘I heard you gave Lucy a talking to. You’re not planning on poaching her as well, are you?’

Alice shook her head. ‘No, she has potential, but she’s no Vanessa.’

‘I’ll never find another Vanessa.’

‘Vanessa is standing right here,’ Vanessa said.

‘Hush, dear.’

‘Thank you for believing me,’ said Tracey.

‘Of course I believe you. To think you stole something from a resident would mean I was wrong about you, and I’m never wrong about people. Almost never. Besides, there’s some inconsistencies in Sadie Wilkin’s story.’

Tracey looked startled. ‘What do you mean? You don’t think she stole her own necklace, do you?’

‘It’s more likely than you stealing it. Think back to when the necklace was put into the safe. Was it in a box or loose?’

‘It was in a flat jewellery box.’

‘Did you put it in the safe or did she?’

‘Sadie did. She was very nervous, saying it was the most precious thing to her and she was worried something would happen to it. She wouldn’t let it go.’

‘Why?’ Vanessa asked from the floor, where she was picking up the last of the plate pieces.

Tracey twisted around in her seat. ‘Why what?’

Vanessa stood up and dumped the broken plate into the rubbish bin. ‘Sadie told us that the necklace had been in her family for years, so why was she suddenly terrified that something would happen to it now?’

‘That’s an excellent question,’ Alice said. ‘We’ll get to that in a moment. Go on, Tracey. Sadie reached into the safe, deposited the jewellery box... and then what happened?’

Tracey turned back to Alice and shrugged. ‘Nothing. I closed the door to the safe and she left.’

‘You closed the door,’ repeated Alice.

‘Yes, I... wait, no, come to think of it, she closed the door. Does it matter?’

‘That depends. Are you sure she closed it properly?’

‘Of course,’ Tracey replied with an indignation expression. ‘I saw her pull the door closed and heard the click. It was definitely locked.’

‘But you didn’t check it?’

‘Well, no. I was going to, but then Sadie had a coughing fit, and I fetched her a glass of water from the dining room. Then Lucy needed something, and I forgot about it. But surely you don’t think she lied about locking the safe?’

‘That’s exactly what I think.’

Tracey appeared troubled, although it was hard to tell whether it was her own failure to check that the safe was closed, or the idea that a Silvermoon resident orchestrated their own theft that caused her concern.

‘Why would she do that?’

‘I have a couple of ideas,’ Alice said, grimly.  

‘If she was able to trick me, then I should offer my resignation. It’s completely unacceptable if I allowed this to happen. I put the other belongings entrusted to me at risk.’

‘Resignation not accepted. Go back to work, and for now don’t tell anyone, even the police, about our suspicions.’

‘What if the police ask me?’

‘If they specifically ask you if a resident could have faked locking the safe door, then by all means discuss it with them. Somehow, I don’t think they will.’

Tracey stood up and hesitated. ‘Thank you, Alice.’

Alice stood as well and gripped Tracey by the arm. ‘You are a good woman and a good manager, and although I may occasionally feel the need to not let you forget this incident, you shall not have your life ruined because of it.’

Tracey swallowed and opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again. She nodded gratefully and left.

‘You big softie,’ Vanessa said.

‘You’re fired.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘No, you’re not, but start spreading rumours that I’m going soft and you’ll be disinherited.’

‘I didn’t know I was inherited. What are we going to do about Sadie?’

Alice stood up and started towards the door. ‘You were right about one thing, I’ve been distracted, not myself, and that’s partly because I’ve been trying to untangle two entirely different problems. It’s time to resolve one of those right now.’

Vanessa didn’t ask where they were going, but it became clear when they turned right out the front of the building towards Sadie’s apartment.

Sadie didn’t answer the door.

Alice considered picking the lock, before deciding there were too many residents out enjoying the sunshine to risk it.

Sadie wasn’t in the café either. They eventually tracked her down in the Olympic Complex playing cards. There was an empty seat at the table, so Alice invited herself to join them.

She sat down in the chair opposite Sadie. ‘What are we playing?’

‘Gin Rummy,’ replied a woman Alice thought was called Louisa. Louisa’s husband Cameron sat opposite. They’d been residents for some time and were a quiet couple. He’d been something in construction, while she’d been a teacher. Alice knew them well enough to converse about the weather.

‘Wonderful,’ Alice replied, with a smile.

Sadie returned it, hesitantly.

‘Vanessa, why don’t you go to Charlie’s and get us some takeaway coffees. Get them to put it on my tab.’

Vanessa took their orders, then withdrew while Louisa dealt the cards.

Gin wasn’t Alice’s favourite drink or card game, but she’d enough experienced with both to not embarrass herself during the first hand. The group chatted about inconsequential things that seemed mostly to revolve around ungrateful children. Alice substituted her ungrateful granddaughter. Sadie didn’t contribute much to the conversation.

‘And don’t get me started on husbands,’ Alice said.

‘Well, I can’t complain about mine,’ Louisa said, patting Cameron on the hand. ‘At least not too much. I didn’t realise you were married, Alice?’

‘Neither did he,’ she replied with a wink.

Louisa looked startled, then laughed when Alice chuckled.

The truth was she’d never been married, but she came close once. Unfortunately, he’d died before they could make it official. He’d left her with a baby and a strong desire to never have to rely on anyone else ever again.

‘What about you, Sadie? What’s your husband like?’ asked Alice.

‘Oh, he’s a good man.’

‘Will he be home from hospital soon?’ Cameron said.

‘Yes, in fact I should be going to visit him shortly. Please excuse me.’

‘But we’re in the middle of a game.’

Sadie frowned apologetically as she rose from her seat.

‘I’ll walk you out, and make sure Vanessa gives you your coffee.’

Before she could protest, Alice had come around the table.

Sadie mumbled thanks and headed out of the room. By the time Alice caught up with her in the hallway, Sadie was at the outside door. If she’d hoped to get away by walking faster than the older woman, she was thwarted when she pushed rather than pulled on the door.

‘I know you lied,’ Alice called out.

Sadie froze.

‘About your husband, about the necklace, about everything.’

Sadie didn’t turn, but her shoulders slumped. Then she looked through the glass doors and straightened up again. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about and if you insist on spreading lies about me I... I will sue you for defamation.’

She managed to pull the door open and rushed outside.

Alice followed at a more leisurely pace, knowing there was no use following someone who appeared determined not to admit anything.

She got outside in time to see Sadie hurry past a startled Vanessa.

‘What did you say to her?’

‘I accused her of lying.’

‘You went for the blunt force approach then.’

‘Sometimes it works. Take the drinks inside, then we’ll go find Owen and see how his conversation with Sadie went this morning.’

Vanessa did as she was told, then the two of them tracked down Owen in the rose garden, where he was studying a pink rose bush intently.

‘Diseased,’ he said.

‘The bush or you?’

He smiled. ‘I assume you’re here to find out about my conversation with Sadie this morning. It won’t take long because it didn’t take long, if you take my meaning. I offered to drive her to the hospital as you suggested, but she said her husband was resting today and not allowed visitors. She was definitely hiding something. Hospitals only restrict visitors if the patient is very ill, and rarely are spouses restricted. The other day, she said he was almost ready to come home.’

‘Thank you for trying.’

‘You’re welcome. Oh, and I know I’m not supposed to ask you about this but...’ Owen looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. ‘How long did you want me to hold onto the package for?’

‘What package?’

Owen nodded knowingly. ‘Got it.’

‘No, seriously, what package?’

Owen frowned at her expression. ‘The package you left on my front doorstep yesterday morning. You wrote a note asking me to keep it safe for you and not to talk about it with anyone, including you.’

Alice went cold. ‘Where is it now?’

‘In my apartment. Why? What’s going on?’

‘We need to get it right now.’

‘Alice, is something wrong?’ Owen asked, as they set off towards his apartment.

‘Of course there’s something wrong, Owen. Since when do you get a mysterious package and not question it?’

‘The note was signed by you.’

‘Was it my writing? Do you even know my handwriting?’

‘Well, I...’

‘What do you think it is?’ asked Vanessa.

‘Nothing good.’

Alice glanced at Owen and saw her friend was looking troubled. She sighed and patted him on the arm. ‘Cheer up, Owen. Yes, you’ve been scammed but it hasn’t cost you anything yet. That’s a win, I believe.’

They didn’t speak again until they were inside Owen’s apartment.

Alice had only been there a few times before, but she was always impressed by how tidy he kept it. She’d never met his deceased wife but there were plenty of framed photos around the living room, and he talked about her often enough that she felt like she had known her.

Owen disappeared into his bedroom and returned a few minutes later with a small flat package about the size of a book. It was wrapped in plain brown paper without any labels. He handed it to her along with a short, handwritten note. The handwriting was nothing like hers, but the signature was pretty close.

‘Let’s open it,’ said Vanessa.

‘We will, but not here. Owen, I know it’s not in your nature to lie so if the police ask you directly about this parcel, then tell them the truth: you got a note from me asking you to hold onto it, I have now taken it back, and you have no idea what’s in it.’

Owen’s face showed that he didn’t fully understand what was going on, but he nodded anyway.

‘Why didn’t we just open it there?’ asked Vanessa, as they made their way back to Alice’s second apartment.

‘Plausible deniability, Vanessa. Owen can’t tell anyone what he doesn’t know.’

‘Do you know what’s in there?’

‘I have a strong hunch,’ she said, grimly.

They were met in the reception area by Detective Wilson.

‘Ms Atkinson, I was just coming to find you.’

‘What can I do for you now, Detective?’

Wilson’s eyes landed on the parcel Alice was holding.

‘You could open that for me please.’

‘Why?’

‘Why not?’

Alice waited.

After a short pause, he continued. ‘We just received an anonymous tip relating to the theft of a piece of jewellery from the office safe. They suggested you might have had something to do with it and that you might be in the process of moving the stolen item. Ms Atkinson, if you please?’

He gestured for the parcel and she reluctantly handed it over.

He carefully and methodically opened each end, then slid a finger along the length of the parcel to loosen the tape. He handed the wrapping paper to the constable, while examining the long flat box that had been concealed within.

Alice already knew what would be inside it, but she watched with interest as Wilson opened the box and stared at the contents. Finally, he turned it to face her. Resting on the velvet pad was a beautiful, ruby encrusted necklace.

‘Care to explain?’
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‘You first,’ Alice said. ‘Who made the anonymous tip?’

‘Perhaps I should explain the meaning of the word anonymous.’

‘Don’t you think it’s highly suspicious that you get a tip at the exact same time that I happen to be walking through the reception with a stolen item?’

Wilson gave a little shrug. ‘Sometimes police work is easy.’

‘Detective Wilson, really?’

He held her gaze and this time she was the first to turn away in frustration.

‘What exactly did the tip say?’ asked Vanessa.

‘That’s none of your business,’ the constable said.

‘It would be if you were any good at your job,’ Vanessa shot back.

‘I don’t have to be good when the criminals are stupid.’

‘Who are you calling stupid?’

‘Constable.’

‘Children, please, the grown-ups are talking.’

The constable bristled at being called a child, but Alice had no concern for his feelings. Vanessa on the other hand was used to be talked to like that and immediately, although reluctantly, quietened down.

‘Ms Atkinson, let’s continue this upstairs.’

While they rode the elevator up, Alice was thinking furiously. Who would have known when she was getting the parcel from Owen?

She had no answers as she unlocked the second apartment and ushered everyone inside.

Wilson put the jewellery box on the coffee table and they took up positions on either side.

‘I will tell you this,’ Wilson began. ‘Approximately ten minutes ago, my phone rang. A woman said that you had stolen a necklace from the village safe and you’d given it to a friend for safe keeping. You were in the process of retrieving it and, if I hurried, I would catch you with the necklace on your person. I happened to still be onsite so thought I would take the call seriously.’

‘Don’t you think that’s odd?’

‘That they rang my cell phone? Yes, I do. The number isn’t listed and I have no direct involvement in the theft case.’

‘That proves it,’ said Vanessa.

‘It only raises questions. And the fact that we walked in on you with your hand in the safe raises more questions.’

Alice sat down and gestured for the others to do the same. Her feet hurt and she wasn’t going to have them towering over her. When everyone was seated, she decided it was time for some straight talking.

‘Detective Wilson, I was investigating the theft from the safe, because I have a vested interest in ensuring the reputation of Silvermoon Retirement Village remains intact. Because I own the village.’

The constable laughed and immediately had three stern looks thrown his way.

‘That’s why you had the safe combination.’

‘That’s why Tracey gave me the safe combination. Normally I wouldn’t have it, because I have no need to know it.’

‘I would need to verify that.’

‘Tracey should be downstairs in her office. And I can give you the number for my lawyer who will confirm my ownership.’

‘Constable.’

Alice recited the name and phone number and the constable wrote it down in his notebook.

‘I’m going to need something more than proof of your ownership to convince me that you had nothing to do with the theft. From my point of view, we caught you with the open safe, we received a tip that you had stolen the necklace, and then we caught you with the necklace itself.’

‘There’s this.’ Alice slipped the note out of her pocket and passed it over.

Wilson read it, then laid it on the table next to the necklace. ‘You just forgot about this until now?’

Alice smiled but didn’t reply.

‘From where I’m sitting, this only reinforces your guilt.’

‘Vanessa, could you fetch the pad from beside the phone, please.’

Once Vanessa had done so Alice flicked it to the shopping list she’d written earlier, then turned both pieces of paper around for the detective to see. He picked them up and glanced between the two.

‘Notable differences,’ he conceded. ‘Why would someone forge a note in your name?’

‘For obvious reasons. I’m being framed for murder. So, why not frame me for theft as well, and completely destroy my reputation?’

‘Come on,’ the constable snorted, derisively. ‘You honestly expect us to believe someone is out to get you? Why? Did you steal their pudding?’

Vanessa started out of her seat before Alice could respond. Alice didn’t know what her intention was, but bailing Vanessa out for assaulting a police officer didn’t feel like a good use of time. However, Wilson moved quickest, inserting himself between Vanessa and the constable.

‘Please excuse him, he’s new to the job and has apparently failed to complete the effective community engagement portion of his training. Constable, please apologise to Ms Atkinson.’

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ the constable said, quickly.

‘And Vanessa, please apologise for assaulting the police officer.’

‘I didn’t,’ Vanessa said, glaring at the man in question.

‘No, I’m talking about for next time.’

Vanessa slowly unclenched her hands and stepped back.

‘Constable, why don’t you wait outside,’ Wilson said.

‘Vanessa, I’m a little hungry. Could you get me a muffin from Charlie’s please.’

Once they were alone Detective Wilson said, ‘The time for complete honesty is here. While there are no witnesses to the actual murder of Richard DuPont, I have a strong case against you. However, I admit there are some details that concern me, and I don’t like closing a case with open areas of concern. Particularly now that it appears someone wishes me to believe you are a thief as well.’

‘Does that mean you don’t think I am?’

‘It means I’ve checked into your background — as much as I can. I am aware you’ve been very helpful to the police over the past few years. And in my previous dealings with you, I’ve observed you to be an intelligent, resourceful woman.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning that while it’s possible you murdered Richard DuPont, I think it unlikely you would do so in such a messy manner.’

‘Thank you, Detective,’ Alice replied, dryly.

‘You’re welcome,’ he replied, equally dryly.

‘It’s the theft of the necklace that bothers me. Why do it at all? And why implicate your friend by having them hide the item? Can you give me a plausible explanation for anything that’s happened over the last few days?’

‘Plausible? That depends how open minded you are. However, perhaps you’ll let me tell you a story.’

Alice told him everything, starting at her history with the DuPont family in 1950s France, and finishing with the attempts to buy Silvermoon, the death of Teresa, and her most recent encounters with Richard DuPont. Well, she told him almost everything. A woman is permitted some secrets, after all.

‘What did you do with the boat?’ Wilson asked, once she’d finished.

‘I sold it straight away. Emotional attachment to an object diminishes when it’s the place someone has tried to kill you.’

Wilson sat back in his seat and steepled his fingers as he studied her.

Finally, he rolled his shoulders and sat up straighter. ‘Let’s say that I believe eighty percent of what you just said. Why are you telling me? You’ve done a good job of being reticent with information up until this point.’

Alice shrugged. ‘Like you said, Detective Wilson, the time for complete honestly is now. Someone is out to destroy me and they’re doing a pretty thorough job. I thought it was Richard DuPont, but now I believe he was a pawn in someone else’s game.’

‘Who?’

‘I don’t know,’ Alice answered, in frustration.

She looked out the window and her frustration grew. Even though this apartment was right next to hers, from here the view was partially obscured by trees. She’d become used to watching the sky and found this unsettling.

‘You realise that what you’ve told me gives you an even stronger motive to kill Richard DuPont.’

‘I do,’ she replied. ‘But I didn’t.’

‘I can’t ignore the evidence.’

‘Then don’t. In our previous interactions, I’ve found you to be an intelligent and resourceful man. Granted, that holds less weight than being a woman, but it’s a compliment all the same.’

‘Thank you, I think. What if the evidence I find leads to your conviction?’

‘Then I’ll spend whatever limited time I have left doing hard time.’

‘That doesn’t sound like you.’

‘You can’t fight the inevitable, Detective. My past life was bound to catch up with me. I’m only sorry that this time it cost me a dear friend. If protecting the ones I care about means going to prison, then I’ll gladly do it. If it comes to that.’

Wilson’s eyes narrowed as he tapped his forefingers against his knees. ‘Do you have any idea who could be behind this?’

‘Like I said before, I thought it was Richard DuPont.’

He looked around like he was worried they would be overheard, even though they were alone. ‘I would get in trouble for telling you this, but I checked the victim’s face, as you suggested. His burn scar was a fake. A very good one according to the pathologist. How did you know?’

‘I didn’t for sure, but when I saw him lying there, I could see there was something wrong with the scar. I just wondered.’

Wilson grunted.  

‘Did you find the driver that brought him here the day he died?’

‘Of course. They have worked for the company for a year, have excellent references, and did not leave the car.’

Alice leaned forward. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Why?’

‘Because a friend said she thought the car was empty at one point.’

Wilson leaned forward as well. ‘How sure were they?’

‘I’d trust their judgement and their eyesight.’

‘Interesting. I’ll take another look at the driver. What else?’

‘Can you find out about Sadie Wilkins? I believe her real name is Sadie Donoghue. Besides the fact that it was her necklace that was stolen, she keeps talking about a husband, but no one’s seen him, and she gets squirrelly when anyone asks.’

‘Squirrelly,’ Wilson repeated. He wrote something in his notebook with a faint smile on his face.

‘She made a point of introducing herself to me. No other new resident has done that. I think it’s a heck of a coincidence that this thing with her necklace happened at the same time as Richard DuPont’s murder. And that both things point to me.’

‘Coincidences do happen.’

‘Of course they do.’

They studied each other in silence for a while, then Wilson jotted something else down in his notebook.

‘If the person or persons unknown want revenge for something that happened sixty years ago, why not just kill you?’

‘I’ve been wondering that myself,’ Alice admitted. ‘I think it comes back to the fact that I didn’t kill Theodore DuPont, but I did ruin his reputation and that of his family. That seems to be the goal of the person behind this. I may be formidable but not indestructible. They could easily kill me if they wished. Well, not too easily. For some people, destroying their reputation is worse than killing them.’

Wilson stood up and walked to the window, peering down at the world outside. ‘Let me ask you this then. Why do you care? At your... advanced years of age, does it really matter to you if your reputation is sullied?’

Alice got to her feet and joined him at the window. It had started to rain, thick sheets driven across the grounds by a southerly wind. Their view was temporarily obscured as water smashed into the window with such ferocity it seemed as if it was trying to get inside.

‘They crossed the line when they had Teresa killed. At first I thought I was the intended victim and she’d been murdered by mistake, but Richard DuPont told me that she was the target all along. She died for no other reason than she was my friend. This isn’t about my reputation, it never was.’

‘So, you’re after revenge?’

‘I’ve done revenge, Detective Wilson,’ Alice replied, softly, still watching the wind shake the trees. ‘It has its place, but no, this isn’t about revenge. It’s about ensuring the people I care about are safe.’

He didn’t reply immediately, then she felt his hand on her shoulder.

‘I’m sorry about your friend, and officially I’m telling you to leave this to the police. If this is someone’s plan, then eventually we will find evidence to uncover the real culprit. In the meantime, I’m not placing you under arrest for the murder or the theft.’

An idea came to Alice, and she turned to face him. ‘What if you were?’

‘Were what?’

‘Placing me under arrest.’

He dropped his hand in surprise. ‘You want to be arrested?’

‘No, I want them to think I’ve been arrested. Think about it, if you march me out of here in handcuffs and they’re watching, they’ll think their plan has succeeded and maybe they’ll let their guard down. Or reveal the next phase of their plan and what they actually want to get out of this.’

Wilson shook his head, but she could tell he was weighing it up.

‘Then what?’

‘Then I sneak back and see if Sadie has done anything incriminating.’

‘That’s not a very good plan.’

‘It’s better than sitting around waiting for you to actually arrest me. Come on, Detective, where’s your sense of theatrics?’

‘Police work is about truth, not make believe.’

Alice nudged him with her elbow. ‘Why can’t it be both? Besides, I’m not asking you to play the lead in Macbeth, just walk me out the front door in handcuffs and drive me away in a police car.’

‘If I was arresting you, I wouldn’t restrain you.’

‘Why not?’

‘Optics.’ He realised what he’d just said and smiled ruefully at her. ‘I see why people underestimate you.’

Alice held both hands out in front of her. ‘My dear man, you have no idea.’

Five minutes later, Wilson escorted Alice through reception to the front doors with her hands cuffed in front of her. She was lucky that the detective carried old school handcuffs rather than the zip ties. There, thanks to a quick message to Freda, a vocal and angry crowd were waiting to harangue Wilson. He grimaced as they verbally assaulted him for and ‘abusing a sweet, little old lady’. Alice thought it was a bit over the top. She might be little and old and a lady, but ‘sweet’ was overdoing it.

She hadn’t spotted Sadie in the crowd but was confident the news wouldn’t take long to reach her. Especially since Detective Wilson had dispatched a constable to inform Sadie her necklace had been found.

She was placed in the back of a police car and driven slowly away, leaving Vanessa standing forlornly in the rain. Personally, Alice thought that was overkill too, given the young woman knew about the plan.

When they drove out of the village Detective Wilson instructed the constable to drive around the block and pull the car over. The constable voiced his confusion, but Wilson accepted all responsibility, which if not satisfying at least quietened the constable’s concerns.

Twisting in the passenger seat, he held out the handcuff key only for Alice to hand him the already removed cuffs.

‘It’s pouring with rain.’

‘Well done, Detective. Those keen observation skills must come in handy in your line of work. I’ll be fine, it’s only a little water.’ Not like the last time I had dealings with the DuPont family, she thought. The sea off the French coast was warmer but deadlier than Wellington rain.

‘I would feel better if we’d had more time to properly plan.’

‘Noted. If it makes you feel any better, I believe the person behind all this has packed up and gone home.’

‘I agree,’ Wilson said, in a tone clearly indicating the opposite.

‘See you soon, Detective.’

Within five steps she was soaked to the skin. By the time she’d walked down the short alleyway to the back entrance of Silvermoon, Alice was shivering. She punched in the security code and slipped through the gate, emerging through a break in the hedge that ran along the back of the visitor carpark. Not many people knew about this entrance. It was only there in case the main gate became inaccessible for some reason.

Hugging the hedge, she made her way to the back edge of the Olympic Building. There were no windows in this part of the building and, although she could see the front entrance of Charlie’s, unless someone turned their head to stare directly at her, it was unlikely she’d be spotted.

She waited in the pouring rain for what seemed like forever. Finally, a figure entered the carpark. They were partially hidden by a big black umbrella and carried a bag. The person came straight to Alice and held the umbrella over them both.

‘I was picturing cloak and dagger being a little warmer,’ Vanessa said.

‘On the bright side, it’s less likely we’ll be seen. No one sane will be out in this weather.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

Alice unzipped the bag Vanessa had been carrying and slipped on a dry raincoat. She immediately felt better.

‘I can’t believe the detective left you in the rain.’

‘He didn’t have a lot of choice. Where’s Sadie?’

‘In the games room playing cards. She only just went in so I’m guessing she’ll be there for a while.’

‘Good. Go back to my place and wait. I’ll be along shortly.’

‘Nope. You’re soaking wet and have zero percent body fat. I’m sticking with you in case you go into hypothermic shock.’

‘What do you know about hypothermic shock?’

‘You’d be amazed how much first aid I’ve learnt since hanging around with you.’

Alice didn’t know whether to be insulted or flattered, so she ignored the comment and carried on removing items from the bag. Next out was a bright pink umbrella, followed by a pair of fingerless woollen gloves. The last item was a small black leather case the size of a cellphone. Alice slipped that into her coat pocket, donned the gloves and opened the pink umbrella. She stepped out from the shelter of Vanessa’s umbrella and into her own.

‘Pink?’

‘It was the only one I could find, besides it’s like the mole.’

‘All people will remember is the coloured umbrella,’ Alice finished. ‘Good idea.’

‘Thanks,’ Vanessa replied with a grin. ‘Let’s go before Sadie changes her mind about playing cards.’

Alice held her umbrella low to obscure her face as they walked. The coat and umbrella weren’t hers so there wasn’t much chance anyone would recognise her and with the weather so bad those that were out were dashing to get back in again.

They marched quickly across the village grounds to the apartment building. Vanessa stood guard while Alice took the black case from her pocket, extracted a lockpicking device, and made short work of Sadie Wilkins’ front door lock.

They slipped inside and closed the door after them.

‘Put the umbrellas in the kitchen sink,’ Alice said.

Thankfully Sadie kept her apartment warm, but Alice left her coat on. She was still cold.

She went straight to the main bedroom. In her experience, people invariably hid things in their bedrooms, rationalising that because it’s not a place people usually go, it was the safest. And generally they would be right. The specific hiding spots might vary, but Alice had found more “safely” hidden things in bedrooms than anywhere else.

She started with the obvious places, on top of the wardrobe, under the bed, in the bedside table. Then she moved onto the less obvious ones, and immediately struck success. Taped to the back of the bedside table was a large white envelope. Normally she would have worried about fingerprints or carefully steaming the envelope open, but her patience was wafer thin and she no longer cared. She was tearing it open when Vanessa entered the room.

‘Ditching subtle, I see.’

‘Sometimes it’s needed.’

She slid out a thick bundle of paper and read the first page.

‘What is it?’ Vanessa came across to stand next to her. ‘What is this?’ she repeated.

Alice flicked through the pages, her amazement growing. ‘It’s a dossier — on me,’ she said.

‘Not just that. Go back one page. Look, it’s a background on Sadie. Why would she have a background on herself?’

Alice studied the page. ‘It’s not just a background, it’s an identity profile.’

‘What’s an identity profile?’

Alice continued to read as she explained, ‘It’s the sort of thing you’d develop if you were going to play a character.’

‘Are you saying Sadie Wilkins doesn’t exist? I found her social media page.’

‘No doubt faked.’

‘So who is she?’

‘That’s a good question.’

‘Let me answer that for you.’

Alice and Vanessa turned quickly to see Sadie standing in the doorway.

She was holding a gun.
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‘Iwas feeling a little chilly and came back to get my scarf. Imagine my surprise and shock when I saw someone had broken into my apartment. After the theft of my necklace, I was scared I bought a gun. It went off on its own. I didn’t mean to kill her.’

Sadie said this with an amused expression, like she couldn’t believe her luck in finding them there.

‘The police might believe you shooting one of us, but not both,’ said Alice.

Sadie frowned. ‘True, her presence does complicate things.’

‘Happy to leave,’ Vanessa said, stepping forward. Alice was pleased by how steady her protégé’s voice was.

Sadie swung the gun in her direction and Vanessa stopped.

‘I don’t think so. In fact, this is even better. Murder-suicide! Alice killed Richard, then her companion, before turning the gun on herself. True, it’s a bit cliched. And not exactly the plan. No, the alternative is much more fitting. Vanessa finds out her employer is a murderer, so of course Alice couldn’t let her live. She shoots her, then flees, never to be seen again. Yes, that fits much better, don’t you think?’

‘It could work,’ Alice replied. ‘Excuse me.’ She sat on the edge of the bed. ‘But it’s not going to be as easy as you think. For a start I’m not going to go willingly, which means you’ll need to carry me out of here. I know I weigh nothing at all, but a dead body is dead weight. While you’re considering your options, perhaps you could answer a few questions for me. Like who are you really?’

‘Sadie Wilkins, of course.’

‘No.’

Sadie laughed. ‘How about Sadie Donoghue?’

‘Still no, but that was a nice touch, diverting my attention by deliberately having a fake name.’

‘I wish I could take credit, but I’m just the brawn.’

Alice stood up and nodded as if she’d expected that. ‘Je sais qui tu es.’

Sadie’s eyes widened. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you speak French.’

‘Just a little. So how about you take me to your leader,’ Alice said.  

Sadie laughed again. ‘What is this, a bad sci fi movie?’

‘It was worth a try. I never thought you were the brains.’

Sadie’s face twisted in anger and she raised the gun at Alice.

‘Don’t!’ Vanessa shouted.

Sadie’s eyes blazed and Alice could see her finger tightening on the trigger. Then she swung the gun towards Vanessa.

‘It’s stopped raining,’ Alice said, quickly.

She was prepared to jump in front of Vanessa, but her words caused Sadie’s arm to pause.

‘Which means there’s no outside noise to muffle the sound of a gun firing. If you shoot now, there’s no way you can persuade people your startled-by-a-thief story is real.’

Sadie hesitated, and her hand started to slowly drop. Then it stopped. ‘I’ll take my chances.’

She quickly raised the gun again.

Alice was already moving, stepping in front of Vanessa as the gun went off.

Alice felt a sharp pain. Then she was falling, and the world went black.
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Ithought being dead would hurt less, thought Alice.

She slowly opened her eyes and saw a ceiling she didn’t recognise. Turning her head to the left she saw medical equipment, some of which was attached to her. Turning her head the other way, she spied Vanessa sitting in a chair, tapping on her phone.

‘What happened?’ Alice croaked. She didn’t like how weak her voice sounded.

Vanessa looked up and smiled in relief. ‘What happened is you got shot.’

‘I know that,’ Alice said, impatiently. ‘I mean what happened with Sadie?’

‘Oh,’ Vanessa came to sit on the edge of the bed. ‘You took the bullet meant for me, which we’ll discuss later so I can tell you at leisure how reckless and stupid that decision was. It spun you around and, as you fell, you bashed your head on the footboard of the bed and got knocked out, and Sadie hesitated. I don’t think she’d thought it through. Anyway, I jumped over you and wrestled the gun off her, then I called the ambulance, stemmed the bleeding on your arm, and generally took charge.’

Alice saw her arm was heavily bandaged. She flexed her fingers and felt a sharp pain. At least they all worked.

‘You did all that while Sadie stood back and waited?’

‘It helped that I told her I was a better shot than her and that I was prepared to use all the bullets left in the gun to prove it. She must have believed me. The swearing and yelling probably helped too.’

‘Would you have shot her?’

Alice noticed Vanessa’s hands were trembling.

‘I want to say yes, because of what she did to you, but I don’t think I could have. Does that make me horrible? She almost killed you.’

‘Actually, she almost killed you, I just got in the way.’

Vanessa smiled briefly. ‘In that case, absolutely I would have.’

Alice took her hand and gave it a squeeze. She knew that was a lie and it was okay.

‘I thought you were dead.’ A single tear appeared in the corner of Vanessa’s eye.

Alice squeezed her hand harder. ‘But I’m not. Let’s focus on more important things. Like getting me out of here.’

‘You’re not leaving. You were shot, and probably concussed.’

Alice tried to push herself into a sitting position. Her wounded arm protested. She winced and kept trying. ‘You forgot bloody annoyed. Get my clothes.’

Vanessa stood up and shook her head. ‘No. You know I’ll do anything for you, but not that. Not unless a doctor says you can leave.’

‘Fine, get me a doctor.’

‘Absolutely not,’ the doctor said.

‘I wasn’t asking.’

‘The answer is still no. Ms Atkinson, you’ve had a significant trauma, and with your advanced years—’

‘Doctor,’ Vanessa interrupted. ‘If you want to get to your own advanced years, I’d suggest steering clear of any age-related arguments.’

For a smart man, he was slow on the uptake. ‘Nevertheless, Ms Atkinson, you are almost a hundred years old and a knock to the head — let alone your bullet wound — will take its toll.’

‘I tried,’ Vanessa said, throwing up her hands.

Alice smiled, sweetly. ‘You’re right, Doctor, I’m just a poor old lady. What would I know? Tell me something, did the bullet hit the ulna, radius, or humerus?’

‘Er, it passed right through.’

‘And I’m guessing, since I haven’t lost any feeling in my fingers, that it didn’t nick the brachial artery?’

The doctor stared at her in amazement.

‘As for my head, it’s not the first time and unlikely to be the last that I hurt it. I am, after all, in my advanced years.’

The doctor’s cheeks went red and he started to stammer a response but Alice cut him off.

‘If it helps, I’ll sign something saying you objected to me leaving, but short of handcuffing me to the bed there’s nothing you can do. Actually, handcuffing me would only slow things down.’

He looked to Vanessa for support.

She shrugged. ‘You could argue, but in the end she’ll win. It’s an annoying habit of hers.’

‘Fine, but you’ll need to pass a concussion test. And you’ll need someone to stay with you at all times in case there’s a delayed reaction to the trauma.’

‘On it,’ Vanessa told him.

He left the room in disgust, missing the triumphant smile on Alice’s face.

‘I didn’t think he’d go for it,’ she said. ‘Some doctors are more stubborn than others.’

‘Yes, well done, you frustrated the man responsible for your medical care. Now, why do you want to leave so quickly? Sadie is in custody. It’s over.’

‘Did she confess to killing Richard DuPont?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Have you found out who she was working with? Remember, she said she was the brawn, not the brains.’

‘No, not yet.’

‘Do we know who she really is?’

‘No.’

‘Or why she targeted me?’

‘No.’

‘Can I get back into my apartment yet?’

‘I don’t know.’

Alice pulled back the bed sheet and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, grimacing a little as the IV line caught in her gown, pulling at the needle embedded into her back of her hand.

‘So, tell me again how it’s over. Where are my clothes?’

‘They had blood all over them. The police took them as evidence.’

‘Evidence of what? That I bleed?’

Vanessa grinned. ‘I think they were shocked to find you weren’t an immortal with ice in your veins.’

‘That’ll do.’

‘They might be testing it for alien DNA to try and determine which planet you come from.’

Alice grabbed Vanessa’s arm.

‘Two choices, fetch me more clothes from home, or give me yours. Either way, stop talking.’

‘Freda is already on her way. I did ask her to pack black clothing and a balaclava in case you wanted to sneak out.’

‘You think you’re funny, don’t you?’

‘Don’t you?’

‘Occasionally.’

Alice sank back down onto the bed, thankful for the reprieve. Sitting up had given her an instant headache, and her arm wasn’t being quiet either. She didn’t want Vanessa to see her weakness, so she’d have to come up with an excuse to send her out of the room when Freda arrived with her clothes.

It was two long hours before the doctor reluctantly cleared her to leave. Two hours that had allowed her to eat some food and drink water, and a few sips from the hip flask Vanessa had asked Freda to bring.

She was dressed and slipping on her shoes when Detective Wilson walked into the room.

‘I’d heard you were on your death bed.’

‘Didn’t like it, too uncomfortable,’ she shot back.

‘Can we talk before you leave?’

‘You’re not going to try and talk me out of going?’

‘Talk you out of something? Heaven forbid,’ Wilson replied, with a twitch of his lips.

‘Vanessa, can you go see what’s taking the doctor so long to bring back my discharge papers?’

Alice waited until they were alone before asking, ‘How can I help you, Detective?’

She indicated the chair opposite the one she sat in.

‘When I agreed to your plan, it was on the basis that you were going to observe, not break and enter.’

‘Does Sadie want to file a police complaint?’

That earned her a proper smile. ‘No, funnily enough she has some other concerns. She did try and spin a story about being startled by you when she came home, and firing her weapon thinking you were a burglar.’

‘And she just happened to be carrying a gun with her?’

‘Yes, an unregistered gun. New Zealand is less tolerant of homeowners shooting intruders, than some overseas countries so she’s potentially in trouble for that. There’s also the fact you were found in the bedroom. She could have left the apartment and sought help without confronting you. Finally, when I questioned her about her identity, she completely clammed up.’

‘Which means you still don’t know her true identity.’

‘Not yet. We found nothing in her apartment other than identification showing her to be Sadie Wilkins. We showed her the envelope you found, but that didn’t elicit any reaction other than a slight nervous twitch in her cheek. Then her lawyer showed up. That was interesting.’

Alice considered this. ‘Because she hadn’t called a lawyer?’

‘Precisely. You and she have that in common.’

‘What’s your best guess about who she is?’

‘I don’t guess, Ms Atkinson. It leads to sloppy police work. However, I would like to hear your best hypothesis.’

‘Unfortunately, I don’t have one. I had thought her just an employee or contractor. Someone hired to do a job, but then she tried to kill Vanessa. I’ll tell you one thing, she’s French, or at least speaks it. I tested her in the apartment and she knew what I was saying.’

‘What did you say?’

‘That I knew who she was. I don’t, but she reacted nevertheless. Either she’s being paid a lot of money or she’s something else.’

‘Like what?’

Alice shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’

Wilson leaned back in his chair and gave her a brief smile. ‘You strike me as the sort of person who doesn’t like admitting that.’

‘As do you, Detective. Except in your case, not knowing things is unlikely to get you killed, whereas for me it has almost happened more often than I would have liked.’

‘You must have had a fascinating life.’

‘Having, Detective, not had.’

They smiled at each other like they were conversing over tea in a café rather than a hospital room.

‘Can I talk to her?’

Wilson shook his head.

‘Even if I thought that was a good idea, which I don’t, a defence attorney would have a field day with the victim interrogating the alleged shooter.’

‘Nothing very alleged about the bullet that went through this,’ Alice said, holding up her arm.

Wilson shrugged, apologetically. ‘Force of habit. I could have seen Sadie shoot you and still have to use the word allegedly.’

‘And people say my profession is grey,’ Alice muttered.

‘And your profession was?’

‘The oldest in the world.’

Wilson’s face went bright red.

Alice laughed. ‘No, not that. Before there was that, there were women persuading men they needed to pay for it. I’m very good at persuading people to do things they didn’t realise they wanted to do.’

‘I find that easy to believe,’ Wilson replied, dryly.

Something that she’d just said had stirred a memory in Alice’s mind, but she couldn’t grasp it.

‘Anyway, we will keep working on Sadie, although at the moment all we can prove is that she shot you. There’s nothing linking her to Richard DuPont or his murder, or even to suggest that she stole her own necklace and tried to frame you for it.’

‘How frustrating,’ Alice replied.

‘Let me ask you this. You’re not thinking of leaving the hospital and putting yourself back into danger, are you?’

‘Thinking? Heavens no. I’m just a poor old lady who would like to go home and recover. I can go back to my home, now, can’t I?’

Wilson clearly wasn’t satisfied with her answer, but declined to press further. ‘Yes, we’ve released the crime scene this morning. You are free to return to your apartment. However, I would like an officer to accompany you when you first go inside. It may be that you notice something awry that we’ve missed.’

‘I didn’t know I was a fully-fledged police officer now.’

‘Let’s call you an unofficial, unpaid consultant. Homeowners are often the best placed to spot discrepancies in their home after a serious incident. The constable will let me know if you spot something.’

‘Thank you, Detective.’

Vanessa returned with the doctor, and a short time later Alice was wheeled to a car in the underground carpark. The wheelchair had been a concession to the doctor, but she despised the pitying looks from members of the public and was grateful to climb into the passenger seat. She thought about asking Vanessa to set fire to the wheelchair but decided against it. The last thing she needed was an arson charge (although, since the police already thought she was a murdering thief, it possibly wouldn’t matter much).

As Vanessa backed out of the car park, they heard barking and saw a dog staring at them from two cars down.

Something else shifted around in Alice’s mind. ‘Why was there no dog?’

‘What?’

Alice turned to Vanessa. ‘Fiona said she thought Richard DuPont had a dog because she heard him talking in French and he mentioned one. But no one else has talked about him owning a dog. And did you find anything in his apartment that suggested he had one?’

Vanessa frowned. ‘No. Do you think Fiona was lying?’

‘It’s a strange thing to lie about. She admitted to being in his apartment. Surely, she would have actually seen the dog rather than guessing he had one. Can you remember exactly what she said?’

‘Not really. Something about a breed of dog?’

‘Think!’

‘I am thinking. Why don’t you think?’

‘I am. Maybe for the first time since this thing began. It started with B.’

‘Basset? Boxer? Bichon?’

‘That’s it!’ Alice said. ‘No, not bichon, she said it was a bijou.’

‘I don’t think there is a dog breed called a bijou.’

‘What if he wasn’t talking about a dog at all? Pull over. I need you to search something on your phone.’

Vanessa double-parked behind another car and put her hazard lights on.

‘Look up the nearest bookshop that sells language dictionaries.’

Vanessa threw her an amused look and pulled her phone out. ‘What word do you want to search for?’

‘Anything similar to bijou.’

Vanessa’s fingers flew across the screen and she bit her lip as she focussed. Another bad habit Alice needed to break her of.

‘Got it. Bijou, it’s French for jewellery.’ She turned the phone to show Alice. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I’m not sure, but how about that. A few days before Sadie Wilkins moves into Silvermoon and has her necklace stolen, Richard DuPont is having a conversation about jewellery.’

‘It could be a coincidence.’

‘There’s one way to find out. Type this in.’

While Vanessa typed, Alice called Detective Wilson.

‘You can’t possibly be back at the retirement village already.’

‘I’m not, but I have a possible way to get Sadie talking. Say this to her, word for word.’ She waved to Vanessa who showed her what she’d typed into her search engine. ‘Pourquoi discutiez-vous de votre collier avec Richard DuPont?’

‘What does it mean?’

‘Why were you discussing your necklace with Richard DuPont?’  

‘Why don’t I just ask her that in English?’

‘Where’s the fun in that?’

‘Alright. And if she does react?’

‘Then we have two French people, both connected to me and Silvermoon, and it would seem to each other. I know you aren’t a fan of coincidences, but in this case I think we can definitely rule out anything other than Sadie and DuPont working together.’

The line crackled with silence and Alice checked to see if the call was still going.

‘Alright, I’ll see what happens.’

‘Let me know.’

‘I don’t—’

Alice hung up before he could trot out the line about not discussing ongoing investigations.

‘Do you really think they’re related?’ Vanessa asked, as she put the car into drive and continued up the ramp to the security gate. She inserted the parking card and the gate swung up.

‘Literally? I don’t know, but it makes sense if you think about it.’

Vanessa stopped at the traffic lights outside the hospital and they watched a bedraggled cyclist struggling down the street. A passing car sent up a sheet of water that temporarily engulfed the cyclist.

‘I was the man on that bike,’ Alice said. ‘While I was focussing on DuPont, Sadie was working at me from a different angle.’

‘They should have known you’d be able to multitask.’

Alice shook off the compliment. ‘It wasn’t about that though. Everything was carefully timed. First Teresa’s death, then the accusation of assault against me, then DuPont’s murder, then finally the stolen necklace with the note implicating me. If it had all happened at once, I would have connected the dots sooner, but everything was timed so that as soon as I started to make headway on one thing, something else would pop up.’

‘You sound like you admire whoever set this up.’

‘You can admire the process without liking the end result,’ Alice replied.

Because of the weather, everyone was driving more cautiously, and the trip through the city took twice as long as normal. They were just starting up the hill towards home when Vanessa’s phone rang. She answered it using the handsfree system.

‘Hello?’

‘Hello, Vanessa, we were just wondering how long you were going to be.’

Vanessa and Alice looked at each other.

‘I’m not sure what you mean, Freda.’

‘We got your message and came right away, but you’re not here, and the message said it was urgent.’

‘Freda, where are you?’ asked Alice.

‘Oh, Alice, I’m confused. Vanessa’s message said you had been arrested again.’

‘Where are you?’ Alice repeated.

‘At the apartment building on Oriental Parade, where Vanessa said she’d meet us.’

‘Freda, I—’

‘Freda,’ Alice cut in, ‘there was a bit of a misunderstanding between Vanessa and I. Can you meet us further along the road, outside the public swimming pool, instead?’

‘I suppose so, I’ll just wait for Les and Owen to come back down. They went upstairs a little while ago to see if you were there and haven’t returned yet.’

Alice went cold.

Without asking, Vanessa did a U-turn and accelerated back towards the city.

‘Freda, listen to me, I’ll call Owen and get him and Les to meet you, but I’d like you to go and wait by the pool.’

‘But it’s raining and I didn’t bring an umbrella.’

‘Freda! Please go. You can wait inside the reception area, but it’s important you go now.’

‘You’re scaring me, Alice.’

Alice immediately softened her tone. ‘I’m sorry. It’s been a long day, but it would be helpful if you could do as I ask. I promise Les and Owen will join you very soon.’

‘Alright, Alice, I’ll go— oh, the elevator has just dinged! This is probably them now. Hello, dear, what are you doing here? Oh goodness, wait—’

The call ended.

‘What’s going on?’

‘I don’t know.’

Alice’s phone rang and she rooted around in her bag. It was Wilson.

‘Bad news, Sadie was released before I got back to the station.’

‘What? How? She tried to kill me.’

‘Allegedly. That’s part of the problem. We have conflicting statements, and no one actually died. Her lawyer pushed hard and we don’t have sufficient grounds to hold her. We’ve confiscated her passport, and she isn’t to leave the city, but there was little else we could do.’

Alice hung up.

‘Sadie is out.’

Vanessa swerved around a slow driver and went through an orange traffic light. ‘What? Why didn’t you tell him what’s happening?’

‘Because I don’t know what’s happening, and if it’s bad I don’t want the police barging in and putting our friends in more danger. Now drive faster.’

Alice dialled Owen’s number. It went straight to voicemail.

Then her phone rang again. She checked the screen hopefully, but it was only Amanda.

‘I don’t have time to talk.’

‘Then listen,’ Amanda said. ‘It can’t be Richard DuPont lying on a slab in Wellington. He died five years ago.’

‘I knew it wasn’t him.’

‘The man killed was an actor, name of Charles Devereux. He’s done some minor stuff on French television.’

‘So who is after me?’

‘You’ll never believe it.’  

There were nine sets of traffic lights in the two-and-a-half-kilometre trip and Alice cursed every single one of them as she listened to Amanda’s report, and all the pieces finally fell into place.

They stopped outside the pool but neither of them could see Freda waiting.

‘Keep going,’ Alice urged.

Vanessa pulled out in front of a van, earning herself a horn. She waved an apology, then slammed on her brakes as a car darted out of the pool parking lot in front of her.

‘Karma’s a b—’

‘Just hurry.’

It only took another minute to get to DuPont’s apartment. Vanessa swung around and stopped right outside. Ignoring the yellow lines, she and Alice jumped out and hustled to the front door. It was locked.

Alice pounded on the glass with her hand, and sharp pain radiated from the bullet wound in her arm. She dropped her arm and clutched it with her other hand.

‘Come on, Alice,’ she said to herself. In her haste she’d completely forgotten she knew how to get in. Punching in the code she’d seen Astrid use, there was a click and the front door opened. The women rushed inside. The elevator was waiting on the ground floor, but the machinery took forever to raise them up to DuPont’s floor.

The apartment door was ajar and Alice grabbed Vanessa to prevent her from rushing inside.

‘Freda?’

‘In here,’ came the reply.

Pushing Vanessa behind her, Alice gently nudged the door all the way open. The first thing she saw was Freda, Les, and Owen sitting on a couch.

The second thing she noticed was that their hands were tied individually and then a rope had pulled all their hands together. It meant one couldn’t move without them all moving. Alice had time to admire the cleverness of solving the problem of controlling multiple prisoners.

Then Sadie stepped into view.

‘Welcome,’ she said with a bright smile. ‘Please come on in.’

She didn’t appear to be armed, but Alice knew there had to be a weapon hidden somewhere. There was no way her friends had voluntarily allowed their hands to be tied.

Alice smiled back. ‘Thank you, or should I say, merci.’

Sadie’s smile broadened and she beckoned with her hand.

Alice stepped through the doorway, then paused as if she’d forgotten something. She turned back to Vanessa. ‘I forgot to ask, did you—’

She shoved Vanessa, sending her falling backwards onto the foyer floor. Slamming the door closed, Alice snipped the lock.

‘That’s taken care of one problem,’ Alice said, as she faced Sadie again. ‘Let me take care of another.’

She started towards Sadie.

‘First,’ Sadie said, quickly. ‘You should see this.’

She held up her phone, displaying a timer counting down. There was sixteen minutes left.

‘It’s connected to an explosive device, well several actually, hidden all around Silvermoon. In,’ she checked the screen, ‘just under sixteen minutes your home will go up with a bang. Unless I enter the deactivation code.’

Freda made a strangled sound. Owen gasped.

Alice’s first instinct was to call out the woman’s obvious lie. But there was a sliver of doubt.

‘What do you want?’

Sadie indicated a chair and Alice sat down. She didn’t like it when Sadie paced behind her.

‘The same thing I’ve always wanted — to see you suffer.’

‘We.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You said I but you’re not working alone, are you, Sadie? Where’s your daughter?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Alice relaxed back into the chair. She was tired of this. Her head and arm were both throbbing, but she forced the pain aside. ‘Don’t you? Fiona? Come on out.’

Nothing happened. Then the bedroom door opened, and Fiona Bellweather walked out.

‘How did you know?’

‘Little things. You were the one who told us where Richard DuPont lived, and you threw in the bit about the dog, which was quite clever.’

Fiona grinned and sat down. ‘Thanks. I know it was a bit much, but I couldn’t resist. You figured it out.’

‘Eventually. You were the car service driver that took DuPont to Silvermoon the day he died.’

Fiona shrugged. ‘I set that up months before. People are less suspicious of a person who’s been an employee for a long time, compared to one who just started. We’ve been planning this for a very long time.’

‘I couldn’t figure out how you got out of the car and up to my apartment unseen. It was you who murdered Devereux, wasn’t it?’

‘You know who he was,’ said Sadie. ‘How?’

‘Not important. The burn scar was a nice touch and he played his part very well. I’m guessing he didn’t realise his death was part of the plan.’

Sadie shrugged. ‘Every war has casualties.’

‘This isn’t a war.’

‘It is!’ Fiona replied, fiercely, stepping forward with her fists raised.

‘You’re Theodore DuPont’s niece,’ Alice said to Sadie.

‘How do you know that?’

‘At first, I thought it was Theodore’s son and his family seeking revenge, just as you intended. But the real Richard DuPont died in Austria five years ago. My granddaughter found the records. She also found multiple newspaper articles where Theodore Dupont’s sister proclaimed his innocence and denounced the lying shameful woman accusing him of murder.’ Alice looked at her friends. ‘I was the lying, shameful woman, by the way. And I might have occasionally been shameful back then, but I was not lying. Your great uncle murdered someone, and he tried to murder me.’

‘Lies!’ Sadie’s face twisted with rage. ‘He was a gentle, wonderful man.’

‘According to who? You wouldn’t have even been alive when he went to prison.’

‘All my life I heard stories about you. How you wormed your way aboard the Renaud, lied and cheated, and when you were found out, you framed Theodore for murder. He suffered in prison while you went free.’

‘This is crazy.’

Fiona rounded on Freda. ‘Crazy! Can your decrepit old brain even begin to understand the planning and patience that went into this? It took decades to locate Alice. All we had was a name. Alice Smith. Not a unique enough name to make finding her easy. And when we found her, we needed to make sure she was the right person. We watched and waited and planned, until finally everything was ready and we acted. It was perfect.’

‘First off, I want you to apologise to Freda for called her decrepit,’ Alice said.

Fiona laughed and looked at her mother. Sadie gestured to Freda. Rolling her eyes, Fiona mumbled an apology.

‘Secondly, it wasn’t perfect, or we wouldn’t be here now. You took your own necklace. In fact, I’m betting it never went into the safe at all, did it? A nice bit of sleight of hand. And, you insisted on closing the safe door. It did lock, but because you distracted Tracey she wasn’t sure it did. That created sufficient doubt that I went off looking for some mysterious substance I found on the lock.’

Sadie laughed. ‘I thought that was a nice touch. Fiona put the same thing in your apartment after killing Devereux. It had nothing to do with either things, but it was fun watching you chase your tail.’

‘And then you had Fiona attempt and fail to break into the building the following morning, muddying the waters even further.’

‘I knew Owen would eventually tell you about the package and, when I saw you with it, I called the detective. It was perfect.’

‘You keep using that word. Except you’d never met the detective, and he wondered how you got his number. It created doubt. Not perfect. But I admit it was good. What’s your end game though? I lured my friends here and killed them, then myself?’

Sadie shrugged. ‘Like I said back at my apartment, murder-suicide has a certain elegance to it.’

‘There’s still one problem.’

‘Oh, you’ve thought of something we haven’t?’ sneered Fiona. ‘Please, enlighten us to what we’ve overlooked.’

Alice cocked her head to the side. ‘Hear that?’

They all listened.

‘Hear what?’

‘You all saw me push Vanessa and lock her out of the room. Why isn’t she trying to break the door down right now?’

Everyone in the room except for Alice turned to face the door.

Fiona walked over and peered through the security peephole. ‘Something’s blocking it, I can’t see anything.’

‘Then open the door and check, she won’t try anything, not with all of them in here.’

Fiona unlocked the door, flung it open and rushed through. The others watched her search the small foyer, then come back inside the apartment with a shrug.

‘No one there.’

Sadie looked at Alice.

‘What did you do? Where is she?’

‘How should I know? You saw me shove her. Maybe she got mad and stormed off.’

Sadie waved her phone, the timer now saying thirteen minutes. ‘Get her back here now.’

‘How do you propose I do that?’

‘Call her! And put it on speaker.’

Alice sighed and pulled out her phone. She dialled Vanessa’s number and listened to it ring and ring. Finally, it clicked through.

‘I’m mad at you,’ Vanessa said.

‘I know you are. Where are you?’

‘You mean your all-seeing eye can’t see me? I’m waiting in the car. I presume you have it all under control like you always do.’

‘Of course I do, but I’ve twisted my ankle, so I need you to come back up here.’

‘I’m sure Owen could act as a support. Or did you push him too?’

‘Vanessa, stop acting like a child.’

‘A child!’

‘Just hurry up. There’s no one here apart from the five of us and I’d like to go home.’

‘Fine, but I’m still mad at you.’

‘I understand. Now be a good girl and get here as soon as you can. I’ll leave the front door open.’

Vanessa hung up and Alice put her phone away. She stood up casually and pretended to wince as she stretched.

Fiona unlocked the front door, then turned and started to say something.

Suddenly the door burst open, smashing into Fiona and sending her flying to the floor.

At the same time, Alice reached out and jabbed the side of her good hand into Sadie’s neck. The woman dropped instantly.

Vanessa hustled into the room and jumped on Fiona, who was just starting to struggle up. She slammed her down and pressed her knee into Fiona’s back.

Alice snagged Sadie’s phone and checked the timer. It read eight minutes and twenty-six seconds.

Sadie groaned as Alice bent down.

‘What did you do to me?’ she asked, groggily.

‘Nothing compared to what I am going to do with you if you don’t stop this timer.’

Sadie stared at the phone in confusion, then shook her head. ‘There are no explosives. It was a bluff.’

‘How do I know you’re not lying?’

‘I’m a retired school principal. What would I know about making bombs? The police took my gun and we needed a way to keep you compliant.’

Alice looked at her friends. ‘How did you get them tied up without threatening them?’

‘The same way. I told them about the bombs.’

‘It’s true,’ Owen confirmed. ‘Les and I came up first and Sadie showed us the timer and told us she’d blow it up immediately if we didn’t agree to be tied up. Fiona brought Freda up shortly after. She was holding her arm very tightly, I think she hurt her.’

‘Really?’ Alice said mildly, as she turned her attention to the struggling Fiona. ‘Vanessa, if she continues to struggle, I want you to practise lesson twelve on her.’

‘Lesson twelve? Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely, exactly as I showed you.’

‘Excellent,’ said Vanessa, coldly.

Fiona immediately stopped struggling. ‘What’s lesson twelve?’

Vanessa leaned down and whispered in her ear. ‘You don’t want to find out.’

Alice tried to untie her three friends and gave up after a few unsuccessful attempts. She fetched a steak knife from the kitchen and in no time they were free. Under Alice’s instructions, they used the ropes to tie up Sadie and Fiona.

‘I thought you were in the car?’ Fiona said to Vanessa.

Vanessa grinned. ‘I knew next door was unoccupied, so I picked the lock and hid in there while you checked the foyer.’

‘How did you know she was still here?’ Freda asked her friend.

‘When she said couldn’t my all-seeing eye see her, that told me she was nearby. I guessed she was listening for the lock to disengage.’

‘But how did you know what she wanted you to do?’ Fiona asked Vanessa.

‘Alice would never call me a good girl. And she said there were only the five of you in here. She would never have included herself in the count, so I knew there were two baddies.’

‘Baddie?’ Fiona sneered. ‘How old are you?’

‘Believe me, I’d like to call you worse, but there are people here I’d rather not swear in front of.’

‘We should call the police,’ said Les.

‘I already have,’ Vanessa replied. ‘Detective Wilson is on his way.’

‘I must know, what is lesson twelve?’ asked Fiona.

‘Never enter a room without knowing all the exits.’

Fiona stared in disbelief, then started to laugh humorously.

Sadie had recovered enough to let loose a long monologue in French. Alice only understood about three words, but it was apparent from the tone that Sadie wasn’t happy.

Alice suddenly felt very tired. While age was just a number, a bullet wound was still a bullet wound.

It was another two hours before they drove through the gates of Silvermoon. It had taken that long to explain everything to the police. Luckily, they had all heard Fiona confess to murdering Charles Devereux. Mother and daughter would both be going away for a long time.

When Alice wearily entered the reception area, Lucy came rushing over.

‘Thank goodness you’re alright. I heard you were shot.’

‘Slightly shot. I’m fine, dear, just a little tired. You can tell your great grandmother that I’m still alive and kicking.’

‘My great grandmother?’ Lucy replied in confusion. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You’re too young to be her granddaughter, although perhaps not.’

‘Ms Atkinson.’

‘You called me Ms Smith earlier, and I make it a policy never to use an alias more than once. I only used the name Alice Smith on one occasion. France in 1953. You are also the spitting image of Emilie Allard.’

Lucy bowed her head, then grinned. ‘When my family found out the DuPonts were intent on your destruction, I was despatched to keep an eye out. My real name is Lucille Allard.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Lucille. I promise not to tell your family how badly you did.’

Lucy’s face flushed. ‘I’m sorry. We hadn’t kept a close eye on the DuPonts so I was fooled by the imposter.’

‘There was one other thing,’ Alice said. ‘You implicated me in his murder.’

‘Well, I knew you hadn’t killed him and I hoped by telling them what I saw you would be kept safely out of the way.’

Alice studied the young woman, then patted her on the arm. ‘My love to your family.’

‘Merci, Ms Atkinson. My great grandmother died three years ago but she talked about you a lot. I am to extend an open invitation for you to visit the family estate in France.’

Alice took the elevator to her apartment and stood in the middle of the living room. When she had created Silvermoon, she’d hoped to build a place she could quietly live out her days. Instead, there’d been nothing but murder and mayhem. While she freely admitted she enjoyed using her intellect and her skills, this challenge had been one of the toughest she’d ever faced.

She was tired and hurt, and for the first time since she was a young girl, doubts were creeping in.

Maybe it was time to do what she’d actually built Silvermoon for. Maybe it was time to retire and leave all this adventuring up to the next generation.

Maybe it was time to count all the hip flasks in her apartment.

The End
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