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  Chapter 4
A Silvermoon Christmas


OLIVER 
‘But why do we have to go?’
Oliver angled the rear-view mirror down so he could see his son in the back seat. 
Reed had asked the same question, or a variation of it, at least six times since Oliver had told him that the Christmas party they were going to was to be held at the Silvermoon Retirement Village. Reed’s enthusiasm tanked when his visions of junk food and party games and other children to play with had rapidly morphed into whatever a ten-year-old’s idea of old people’s Christmas was – probably less junk food, more vegetables, and much less running around. 
The only saving grace from Reed’s perspective was the same thing that was making Oliver a little nervous. They were going to the Silvermoon Retirement Village to see Alice Atkinson, a long-retired con artist (Oliver suspected she thought of herself as semi-retired). What made Oliver nervous was the feeling that the nonagenarian was teaching his son the tricks of her trade (which Alice and Reed both denied). 
Oliver shifted his eyes to the other side of the back seat, where Rose was ignoring her older brother and writing in a notebook. That only added to his nervousness. Lately the eight-year-old had taken to writing notes to her parents, ranging from I love you, to I hate you. The latter was usually the result of her doing something wrong and being sent to her room. Child logic dictated that she was never at fault and therefore Daddy must be a mean and horrible person. Daddy had been a little hurt the first time he read one of those notes, but now believed he wasn’t doing his job properly if at least one of his kids wasn’t upset with him for some reason. 
He glanced towards the passenger seat where his wife was staring out the window, tapping her fingers on her knee in rhythm with the song on the radio. Jennifer was nervous about the party for different reasons, some of which he still hadn’t managed to get out of her. If he’d had to guess he would’ve said that Jennifer was worried about making a good impression. Their kids had come to think of Alice as a fun aunt/grandmother, and now they were all on their way to see where Alice lived and to meet her friends. Truthfully, Oliver was a little worried about that himself. The only person he’d met at Silvermoon so far was a young girl who worked there and seemed to be an unofficial companion to Alice. He couldn’t quite remember her name.
At least he wasn’t currently carrying an extra passenger. For the past few years Oliver had been picking up what he thought of as ‘ghostly hitchhikers’ – spirits that had come back from wherever dead people came from and then taken up residency in his head. They always made his life complicated, not in the least because he was the only one who could hear them. He’d always imagined ghosts would look like regular people (only see-through), but these ones were just voices in his head; often quite annoying voices that (so far without fail) had managed to involve him in several murder investigations. He’d picked up these unwanted guests at the local cemetery, and if his mother and father hadn’t been buried there he would quite happily have never visited the cemetery ever again.
The Silvermoon Retirement Village was located in the suburb of Wadestown, on one of the many hills that surrounded central Wellington city. Secluded from its neighbours by a long tree-lined driveway, village was an appropriate description for the facility. The village had its own café and leisure complex, complete with games room, gym, and pool. On previous visits, Oliver had quietly decided that he would have liked to retire there too, but he doubted he could afford it. Although he didn’t know exactly how much it cost to live at Silvermoon, he was fairly confident it was more than the value of his house. 
A smartly dressed young man in a green uniform waited until Oliver had pulled the car to a stop outside the main building before opening the door and offering to park the car. Oliver knew valet parking wasn’t part of Silvermoon’s normal services. He suspected that management was pulling out all the stops for the visiting families. 
‘Daddy, why is that man stealing our car?’ Rose asked as their car disappeared around the corner of the building. 
He was explaining to Rose when he heard someone call his name. Looking to the top of the steps he saw a young woman whose face he recognised. They’d met briefly several months ago, when the woman had accompanied Alice on an outing. 
Climbing the few steps to the front door he was relieved to see she was wearing a name tag.
‘Hi, Vanessa. Nice to see you again,’ he said. 
Vanessa grinned, no doubt seeing his no-so-subtle glance at the tag on her uniform. ‘Alice is in the dining room. Hello,’ she said to Jennifer. 
‘Sorry, yes this is my wife Jennifer, and my kids Reed and Rose. This is Vanessa, she works here.’
‘You don’t say,’ Jennifer wryly replied. 
‘Guys, there’s a bowl of lollipops on the front desk.’ 
Reed looked to his parents for approval, but Rose was through the front door before Vanessa had even finished speaking. 
Oliver waved his son off. 
‘Sorry, should I have…?’
‘Don’t worry about it,’ Jennifer chimed in. ‘I’m guessing it won’t be the last junk food they eat today.’ 
Vanessa looked relieved as she showed the adults into the lobby. 
‘Only one,’ Oliver called over to his children. Their hands were buried in the bowl. 
Reed withdrew a hand clutching a number that was definitely greater than one. Reluctantly he opened his fist and let them all fall back into the bowl before carefully selecting one. Oliver couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw Rose sneak a second one into her pocket. He filed that away for later, not wanting to get into a family battle in public. Oliver glanced over his shoulder to see more cars pulling up to the building. He decided that the bowl of lollipops weren’t going to last long if there were more children coming. 
Vanessa led them down a short, brightly-lit corridor and into the dining room. It had large windows and dozens of tables. Along one wall a long table with several empty platters. And everywhere you turned there were Christmas decorations. Tinsel was draped on the windowsill, a giant tree crowded one corner, and flashes of red and gold and white were attached to walls. Reed’s face lit up at the bombardment of Christmas, although he seemed disappointed the table platters were empty. 
Alice wasn’t in the dining room and, by the confused expression on her face, Vanessa was surprised to find the room empty.
‘Why isn’t there any food?’ asked Reed.
‘The party isn’t for another hour,’ Oliver told him. 
‘Hello, Atkinsons.’
Amanda stood behind them. The tall, attractive woman in her early thirties was Alice’s granddaughter, and more-often-than-not, the person who had ensured that Oliver survived entanglement with hitchhiker-related murder investigations.  Her unique skillset had been inspired by Alice’s ability to skirt the shadier side of the law. If Amanda was any reflection on her grandmother then the Alice must be scarily good at her profession. Oliver hadn’t seen anyone lie and manipulate with such ease since his daughter had learned to speak. 
‘Aunt Amanda!’ Rose rushed up and gave her a big hug. 
Oliver tried and failed to stifle a grin. He knew the word Aunt was a source of great discomfort to Amanda – which was one of the reasons he encouraged it. 
‘S’up?’ Reed said. He’d recently decided he was too cool for full sentences.
‘You mean What’s up or, better yet, How are you, or even How are you going?’ Jennifer corrected.
‘Mum,’ complained Reed. 
‘Hello, Jennifer,’ Amanda stepped up and kissed her on the cheek before they hugged. ‘All good for next week?’
‘What’s happening next week?’ Oliver asked.
‘Nice to see you too, Oliver.’ Amanda moved her hug to him. 
‘What’s happening next week?’ he repeated.
‘Nothing for you to worry about, honey,’ Jennifer replied. 
Oliver frowned. He was neither vain nor paranoid, but he couldn’t help thinking that every time these two women got together (which seemed to happen more and more regularly), he was likely to be a topic of conversation. And since both women had seen him at some of his most embarrassing moments, that wasn’t a comfortable thought. 
‘Anyone know where my grandmother is?’ Amanda asked.
‘I thought she’d be here,’ answered Vanessa.
Amanda shrugged. ‘Perhaps she popped upstairs. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’ 
There’s always something to worry about when Alice is involved. Oliver felt like saying it aloud but decided it wouldn’t be helpful. 
‘I’ll take a look,’ Vanessa offered.
‘I’ll go with you,’ Jennifer said to Vanessa. ‘I’ve never seen her apartment,’ she said to the group with a shrug.
‘Me too,’ Rose piped up. 
Oliver was about to suggest that they all go, when Reed started jiggling on the spot. Oliver knew that his son considered the bathroom an inconvenience and always waited until the last second, so the wee-wee wiggle meant he only had twenty seconds to locate the nearest toilet. They’d passed one on the way to the dining room.
‘I’ll take Reed to the toilet.’
‘I’ll wait here,’ Amanda said. 
Oliver had to act quickly once Reed was out of the bathroom, to prevent his son from taking another lollipop. 
He sighed. He’d thought he was coming for a relaxing outing, but it seemed he’d need to be on high alert instead. 
VANESSA
Alice lived on the second floor of the main building, in one of three apartments. Vanessa led the others out of the elevator and knocked on Alice’s door. There was a long pause before the door was flung open. 
‘Just in time!’ Alice said. ‘There’s been a murder.’ 
Vanessa’s eyes widened and she took a step back – right onto Rose’s foot.
‘Ow!’ 
There were instant tears from Rose, and Vanessa was caught between apologising and trying to fathom what Alice had just said. If it had been anyone else, Vanessa would have imagined she was talking about a book she was reading or show she was watching. But with Alice, Vanessa knew that it could just as likely be an actual murder.  
‘What are you waiting for? This is important!’ Alice waved at them impatiently and stepped aside so they could enter the apartment. 
Vanessa hesitantly stepped inside, peering quickly around. When a corpse failed to reveal itself, she let out the breath she’d been holding. ‘Alice. What is going on?’
Alice strode across her living area towards the large windows overlooking the front of the building. ‘Look!’
Reluctantly Vanessa peered behind the sofa and let out a sigh of relief. ‘It’s a bird.’
‘Of course, it’s a bird,’ Alice replied grumpily. ‘What did you think it would be?’
‘Well funnily enough when you said murder, I didn’t immediately think sparrow.’
‘Can I see it?’ Rose made a beeline for the window. 
‘You can see most of it,’ Alice replied.
‘Maybe you shouldn’t…’ Vanessa made to block Rose’s way, but the young girl slipped easily around her.
‘It’s fine,’ Jennifer said from the doorway. ‘We have a cat at home. Rose has seen the insides of more animals than most vets.’ 
The sparrow didn’t have a head, so that ruled out death by natural causes, but Vanessa was still a little confused by Alice’s reaction. 
‘She’s gone too far this time,’ Alice muttered. 
‘Who?’
‘That stupid cat. I let her into the apartment a few times and suddenly she’s leaving dead animals lying around.’
Vanessa’s brow cleared. Alice was talking about Maddy, the resident cat. No one knew where she’d originally come from, she’d just shown up one day and started scamming food from the village residents. 
‘How does she get up here?’ Alice demanded. 
‘How am I supposed to know?’ replied Vanessa. 
‘I can clean it up for you,’ Rose offered. 
‘The rubbish bin is in the kitchen,’ Vanessa said.
‘Not in there,’ Alice interrupted. ‘It’ll stink the place up. Wrap it in paper towels and we can take it with us when we leave.’ 
Vanessa fetched a roll of paper towels from the kitchen. 
Jennifer took it out of her hands. ‘I’ve had more practice.’ 
Once the corpse was wrapped and placed by the front door, Alice began slowly pacing around the spot where the bird had lain. Vanessa thought about offering to draw a chalk outline of the body but one look at Alice’s face made her keep quiet. She considered herself lucky to have been spared the worst of Alice’s sharp tongue and didn’t want that to change anytime soon. 
‘Hello, Alice,’ Jennifer said firmly. 
Alice paused her pacing and flashed a brief smile. ‘Jennifer, it’s lovely to see you. You too Rose. Been practicing?’
Rose nodded enthusiastically and Vanessa frowned at Jennifer, who shrugged. 
‘The thing is, I don’t know how she gets up here. I find her waiting outside my front door, but the only way up is in the elevator. Otherwise she could take the stairs, but that would mean getting through a door, up a flight of stairs, and through another door. So how is she doing it?’ Alice aimed the last question at Vanessa who shook her head. 
‘And today, there’s this damn bird. And the damn cat looking at me so smugly.’
‘Where is Maddy?’
‘That’s not important. The question is how did she get a bird up here? The windows were closed. Rose, if you were a cat how would you get a bird into my apartment?’
Rose seriously considered the problem. Her eyes were scrunched almost shut as she stared at the carpet where the bird had been. Finally, she smiled. ‘Easy. I’d get Mum to let me in.’
Alice returned her smile. ‘So, all I need to do is find Maddy’s mother? Great thinking, Rose. Will you help me?’
Rose’s eyes widened and she began bouncing up and down on the spot. ‘Let’s go, let’s go.’
‘Go where?’ Vanessa asked. ‘Where do we start?’ She smiled at the young girl’s excitement. 
‘Let’s collect your brother and Dad first,’ Jennifer chimed in. ‘They won’t want to miss the adventure.’
Rose’s enthusiasm dimmed slightly but she was still the first one out of the elevator when it reached the ground floor. She raced down the corridor and through the open dining room door. 
Second through the door, Vanessa was surprised to see the room was empty. 
‘Where are they?’ Alice asked.
Vanessa shrugged, and spied a piece of paper on one of the tables that hadn’t been there earlier. 
‘Is this Oliver’s handwriting? I can’t read it,’ she said, holding the note out to Jennifer. 
Jennifer smiled. ‘No, it’s Reed’s. He says writing is too slow for his hands.’ She read it aloud. ‘It says, We’ve gone to solve a time.’
‘A time?’ Alice asked.
Jennifer peered at the paper more closely. ‘No sorry, not a time. A crime. They’ve gone to solve a crime.’
AMANDA
Amanda knew her way around the Silvermoon Retirement Village. When her grandmother had decided to move in, Amanda had disguised herself and, pretending to be an environmental inspector, explored the place thoroughly. But she hadn’t paid too much attention to the games room. Part of the exercise building (jokingly referred to as the Olympic Complex by residents), the games room held a pool table, cupboards filled with board and card games, and several tables and chairs. Apart from that first time, she’d never had reason to go to the games room again. Until today. 
Owen was a tall, distinguished gentleman who wore a shirt and tie every day, even though he had been retired for over a decade. Amanda knew he’d had a long career at one of the major New Zealand banks, and that Alice had become fond of him as a friend, Alice had firmly clarified when Amanda had teased her grandmother. 
When Owen had encountered Amanda, Oliver and Reed in the dining room ten minutes earlier, he’d been in an agitated state. He had accidentally left his wallet in the games room, but when he’d realised and returned to the room five minutes later, although the wallet was still on the table, all the money inside had been taken. 
‘Which table was it on?’ Amanda asked Owen, looking around the games room. 
Owen pointed to a table bathed in sunlight. Amanda went to the window next to the table and checked to see if it was secure. When she gave it a gentle push, the window swung out. 
‘Someone stole the money and climbed out?’ said Oliver. 
This side of the building overlooked the rose garden. To the left was the main building and, when she stretched her neck, Amanda could see Alice’s apartment. To the right was the boundary fence, tall enough to provide privacy, but not so tall someone couldn’t scale it should they be so inclined. 
She looked down and smiled before drawing her head back into the room. ‘What do you think?’
Oliver poked his head out and looked around. ‘Someone stood outside and reached in.’ Oliver pulled his head back inside. 
‘Right,’ she smiled at him. 
‘What’s that?’ Owen asked. 
‘There are footprints in the garden below the window, but they face towards the room rather than away.’
‘Someone opened the window and leaned in to take my money?’ 
Oliver shook his head. ‘That’s what we’re supposed to believe.’ 
Amanda raised her eyebrows. She’d spotted the flaw in the theory, but wasn’t sure Oliver had. He had certainly progressed since she’d first met him. Perhaps you couldn’t survive four murder investigations (even barely) without picking up a thing or two. He’d even managed it once or twice without her, which had surprised both of them. It wasn’t a reflection on Oliver’s intelligence or investigative ability, but her background loaned itself to that type of thing a little more than his.  
‘That’s not what happened?’ Owen asked. 
‘The table is too far away from the window. The person would have had to climb half in the window just to reach your wallet. I’m average height and I’d probably struggle.’ 
Owen looked confused. ‘So, someone came in through the door, took the money from my wallet and then made it seem like they’d come through the window? Why?’
‘That is a good question,’ admitted Amanda. ‘Are you sure you didn’t see anyone else on your way out of the room?’ 
‘Positive,’ Owen nodded, before a frown crossed his face. ‘Although, I thought I heard someone singing while I was walking down the corridor. I thought it was coming from the spa room.’
Privately Amanda thought calling a small room with a massage table in it a ‘spa room’ was pushing it, but she asked, ‘Did you recognise the voice?’
Owen gave a little shrug. ‘It was a woman, but that’s all I can tell you.’
‘What song were they singing?’
Everyone turned to look at Reed. Amanda had almost forgotten he was there, he’d been so unusually quiet.  
‘I always sing this one song, and Dad can tell it’s me from the other room.’
Amanda recalled Oliver telling her that Reed had been singing the same song over and over for weeks, and not even the full song, just half a verse and the chorus. It had got to the point that Oliver was either considering banning the song from the house or tracking down the artist and asking them why they created such an evil earworm. 
‘Information is important,’ Amanda said. ‘What was the song?’ 
‘Into the dark,’ Reed replied.
Amanda smiled at him. ‘Thanks Reed, but I was actually asking Owen.’ She watched his face drop and without thinking added, ‘I don’t know that song though, so maybe you can sing it for me later.’ She caught the tail end of a frown from Oliver and grinned. 
‘The song?’ she asked Owen again. 
‘I’m sorry, I didn’t recognise it. I might if I heard it again.’
‘Alright, how about the voice?’
‘I already told you, I don’t know who it was.’
Amanda smiled at him. ‘No, but was the person a good singer? What sort of song was it?’
Owen looked perplexed.  
‘Was it a fast song? Slow? Opera? Heavy metal?’
‘In a retirement village?’ Owen smiled. ‘I can safely say you don’t get much heavy metal around here. It was a Christmas carol, I think, quite an upbeat song, but I really don’t know why that’s so important.’
Amana shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s not. Or maybe it could be the key to solving the missing money.’
‘Oh. I see.’
‘Let’s move on,’ Amanda told him. 
She looked around once more trying to find something she might have missed on her first inspection. The problem was she hadn’t been inside this room often enough to notice any small changes. If there’d been a gun lying on the pool table or a trail of five-dollar bills leading to the cupboard in the corner she might have had more luck. She turned to Oliver with a shrug. 
‘See anything suspicious?’ she asked. 
Oliver shook his head. 
She walked to the door and stepped into the hallway. 
To the left was the glass door leading into the gym. She spotted a man on a stationary bike. By the colour of his face he had been at it for a while. He looked thirty seconds away from a heart attack. 
Straight ahead, a glass wall separated them from the swimming pool. Three heads bobbed in the water, moving slowly down the short pool. They reached the end and turned back. 
Amanda stepped further down the hallway and stopped outside the door to the spa room. She listened carefully but no sounds came from inside. She knocked gently then pushed the door open. The room was empty, unless the singing thief was hiding in the towel hamper on the back wall. She doubted anyone could fit inside it, except perhaps her grandmother. She grinned at the thought of Alice popping out of the hamper like a woman out of a giant cake. 
Withdrawing back into the corridor she went into the gym, with the others crowding close behind. 
‘Cool,’ Reed said. He raced over to a treadmill and jumped on.
‘Stop!’ Oliver called out. 
Reed pushed a couple of buttons and the treadmill slowly came to life. He didn’t move until the moving belt had taken his feet to the back edge, then he jumped forward. By that time Oliver had reached the machine and switched it off.
‘Dad!’
‘Sorry,’ Oliver said to the man who was exercising on the bike. 
The man waved in their direction, his face bright red and tiny drops of sweat fell from his face onto a towel draped over the handlebars of the bike. He reached for his water bottle sitting in a slot at the front of the bike, but it slipped from his fingers and hit the ground. 
Amanda pushed past Oliver and retrieved the bottle for him. As the man nodded his thanks she glanced at the bike, then softly asked him a question. When he answered, she knew her instincts had been right.
She turned around and smiled at the others, gesturing for them to leave. 
‘Dad, can I get one of those bikes in my room?’
‘We’ll see,’ replied Oliver.
‘Which means no,’ Reed said glumly. 
The kid is pretty quick, Amanda thought. 
JENNIFER
This is Oliver’s world, she thought. As much as a retirement village can be for a forty-year-old. 
After reading Reed’s note, the group decided to leave Oliver, Reed and Amanda to whatever mystery they were pursuing, and focus on their own. Not that a cat killing a bird was a mystery. Their cat at home was constantly bringing birds home for a snack. Or worse, leaving the corpses outside somewhere to be stepped on. 
Jennifer was intrigued by this locked room puzzle though. She was happy to follow Alice and Vanessa around while they investigated. Given some of the larger corpses Oliver had seen over the last two years, she was content to deal with one that had wings. Besides, it might be nice to show him that he wasn’t the only investigator in the family. 
She forced herself to pay attention to Vanessa, who was sitting behind the reception desk in the foyer. ‘See? I told you. There are no cameras on the resident floors, just down here.’ 
Jennifer saw Alice frown and glance at the phone in her hand. 
‘Who normally works behind the desk?’ Jennifer asked. 
‘Technically it’s my job, although I seem to be spending more time away from it than behind it,’ Vanessa told her, winking at Alice. 
 Jennifer felt like she was missing something.
‘I can’t do that,’ Rose complained.
Jennifer looked down to see her daughter trying to wink. It was proving to be a tricky manoeuvre. 
‘I couldn’t wink until I was twice your age,’ Alice told her. 
‘Really?’ Rose replied wide-eyed. 
‘Sure. Some people got it and some people don’t. Like rolling your tongue.’
‘Oh, that’s easy.’ Rose demonstrated. 
‘See? I can’t do that.’ 
‘I can teach you,’ said Rose excitedly. 
‘Maybe later,’ said Alice. ‘For now, we have a mystery to solve.’ 
Jennifer marvelled at how Alice managed to engage with Rose without talking down to her. She tried to do the same, but sometimes caught herself reverting to the standard ‘I’m the boss’ tone, especially when Rose insisted she’d brushed her teeth even though she hadn’t been in the bathroom long enough to wave the toothbrush under the water.
‘What now?’ Vanessa asked. 
‘Now we do some door-knocking,’ Alice replied. ‘Maybe one of the neighbours has seen something.’
‘We should follow the cat,’ Rose said. 
‘Follow the cat where, honey?’ replied Jennifer.
‘If we let the cat outside, we could wait and see how it gets back inside.’ 
Jennifer nodded approvingly. ‘It’s a good plan, Rose, but let’s talk to the neighbours first, like Alice suggested, and if that doesn’t get us anywhere then we’ll try your plan.’
Rose grinned. ‘Cool.’ 
Alice led the way back to the elevators and they got off on the first floor. The tiny foyer was almost the same as the floor above, although there were three doors here, one directly in front of them, one to the left, and one to the right. 
Jennifer guessed these apartments would be smaller than Alice’s. She had a fair idea what Alice had done for a living and judging by the size of her apartment she had been successful at it. Successful enough to earn top floor status anyway. 
There was no answer from the first door, or the second. The third door opened after a pause. 
‘Alice, hello,’ the perfectly dressed woman said.
‘Hello, Teresa.’ Alice smiled.
Jennifer shifted through the names Oliver had mentioned to her but she couldn’t remember a Teresa. 
‘Are you travelling with an entourage now?’ asked Teresa.
Jennifer looked around and admitted it probably looked like that. The four of them almost filled the small foyer. 
‘I have a strange question for you, Teresa. You know the cat that hangs around the village?’
‘The tabby? Yes, I’ve seen him around.’
‘Her. Well, I was wondering if you’d ever found her in your apartment.’
‘You mean have I ever let her in?’
‘No, I mean did you ever come home to find her already inside.’ 
Teresa blinked, then burst out laughing. ‘I’ve heard of cat burglars, but I’m quite certain that’s not what they mean.’ 
‘Hello, I’m Jennifer.’ Jennifer held out her hand and Teresa shook it with well-manicured fingers. ‘Have you ever found the cat outside your door?’ 
‘This is an odd day. No, I can’t say I ever have. I can’t imagine she could get up here. Unless you’re suggesting the cat can operate an elevator.’ 
Jennifer smiled. ‘I have a cat at home that can open the refrigerator door and help himself to the ham, so I’m a firm believer in the abilities of cats.’
‘I never liked them myself. I like to be the most important woman in the room and cats always think they’re more important than humans. Alice, what’s this all about?’
‘Nothing. I found the cat inside my apartment earlier today so I’m just doing the rounds of the neighbours to see if the little minx is getting in anywhere else.’
Teresa’s smile broadened. ‘No, not here.’ 
‘Well, thank you anyway. We’ll keep searching.’ 
Teresa said goodbye and closed the door.  
‘Thoughts?’ Alice asked Jennifer. 
‘About?’ 
‘What have I missed? What should have been my first question before we left my apartment this morning?’
There was something that had been bugging Jennifer. She hadn’t wanted to raise it because she was sure Alice would have already thought of it.
‘Well, I guess the obvious question is not how does the cat get onto your floor, but how does she get into the apartment?’ 
Alice beamed. ‘Exactly. Honestly, I must be losing my marbles not to have seen it. In my defence, the headless bird was a little distracting.’
‘What’s going on, Mummy?’
Jennifer crouched down next to her daughter. ‘How does Kaos get inside when he’s too lazy to use the cat flap in the garage?’
Rose scrunched up her face, then relaxed. ‘You let him in the door.’
‘Exactly. This cat doesn’t have a cat flap in Alice’s door, so…?’
‘Someone let her in.’
‘Right.’ 
‘But they would have to unlock the door to let him in. So who unlocked Alice’s door?’ 
‘That’s what we need to find out,’ Jennifer said. 
‘Oh, okay. Are we going to eat soon? I’m hungry. When’s the Christmas party starting?’ 
‘In a little bit, Rose.’ Jennifer stood up again and looked at Alice. ‘Who has a key to your door?’ 
‘It’s not a key, it’s a code.’ Alice pointed to the keypad next to Teresa’s door. 
‘Which would narrow it down, don’t you think?’ Jennifer suggested. ‘Harder to copy a code, so it must be someone you told the code to. Or someone who was spying while you put your code in.’
‘Or someone who hacked the door,’ Vanessa chimed in. 
‘Not likely, it’s the best lock on the market,’ replied Alice. 
‘They can hack anything these days.’
Alice fixed her with a stare. ‘Your theory is that someone with advanced hacking skills broke into my apartment to let a cat in?’ 
‘Doesn’t seem likely,’ Vanessa replied. 
‘Does the Silvermoon Retirement Village management keep a record of the door codes? In case of emergency?’ asked Jennifer. Out of the corner of her eye she caught a panicked look on Vanessa’s face, but when she turned her head Vanessa’s face was blank. 
‘Yes, they do.’ Alice looked hard at Vanessa. 
‘I’m sure your granddaughter does as well,’ Jennifer added. 
Alice’s eyes slid across to Jennifer and she froze under the intense scrutiny. ‘Yes, I have a feeling my granddaughter has something to do with this.’ 
Jennifer had a horrible feeling she’d just made things a lot worse. 
REED
Reed was bored. He’d been promised cake and so far they’d been at this place for almost an hour and there hadn’t been any food at all. What was worse was having to walk around the whole village trying to find that old man’s money. Reed couldn’t remember his name, but he was really old. Not Alice old, she was the oldest thing he’d ever seen, but this guy was still pretty old. 
He didn’t understand everything that the adults had been saying. He probably would have if he’d been paying attention. But that was boring. When he’d been told they were going to catch a thief he didn’t think there would be so much talking. In the one book he’d read this year, there had been a lot more running, and being chased, and breaking windows. Reed had been particularly excited about the prospect of maybe breaking a window or two, but all they’d done was look through some. 
He slouched along behind the others, hands jammed deep in his pants pockets. They were heading towards the café. He glanced at his dad hopefully. Maybe they could get some hot chips. Everything was better with hot chips. The only thing better than hot chips was hot chips and chicken nuggets.
He went back to sulking when Amanda led them straight past the café. He liked Amanda, almost as much as he liked hot chips, but he’d been promised cake and he couldn’t help thinking that she was the reason he hadn’t gotten any yet. 
Reed watched Amanda slip her phone from her pocket and tap at the screen using her thumb. She was pretty fast. He was faster, or he would have been if his parents let him have a phone. (How could he be too young for a phone when most of his friends already had one?) Sometimes his dad let Reed use his phone to send a message to his mum. He was pretty sure he could type faster than Amanda. 
He took a couple of fast steps to catch up to her, hoping to see what she’d just sent, but just as he arrived there was a ding, and she read something before pocketing her phone again. 
He heard a boy yelling and looked around to see a kid his age running up to some old people. Reed glanced at his dad. Maybe he could go and play while they looked for the money. 
  They entered the big building at the back of the village and rode up in the elevator to the second floor. When they got out, the man who’s name he’d forgotten tapped something into the panel next to the door and swung it open. 
Reed hung out in the space outside the door. He didn’t want to go in the man’s place. He probably had food in there, but Reed was pretty sure there was no cake, and he wanted the cake his mum and dad had specifically told him he’d get. 
After a few minutes, the adults came out of the apartment and they all rode back down to the ground floor. 
‘We had to check, Owen,’ Amanda said to the man. 
Owen! That was the man’s name. 
‘There was always a chance I forgot to put it in the wallet,’ Owen agreed. ‘But I definitely remember having the money in there this morning, because I was planning on going to the café for a muffin and coffee after I finished in the games room.’
Reed heard a muffled beep and Amanda looked at her phone again. He waited for his dad to tell her off for always looking at her screen. (That’s what he did to Reed all the time when he was on his tablet.) But his dad didn’t say anything about it. 
Dad took Amanda by the arm and held her back a little from Owen. Reed hung behind them to see what he could hear. 
‘Do we have time for this? Who’s setting up?’ Dad said. 
‘Relax, it’s all under control. Providing Vanessa does her job.’
Reed tried to remember which one Vanessa was, but there were a lot of adults and he couldn’t figure out which one she was. 
‘You know what happened to the money, don’t you?’ 
Amanda put her arm around Dad’s waist and smiled at him. Reed was pretty sure Mum wouldn’t like that. 
‘If you thought about it really hard, I’m sure you could figure it out,’ she said. 
Dad didn’t try and remove her arm, instead he sighed and shook his head. ‘I can’t say I’ve missed this superior attitude of yours.’
Amanda laughed. ‘But I’m so loveable.’ 
Old man Owen seemed to realise he was walking alone and he turned around.
‘Sorry, Oliver and I were just catching up,’ Amanda said to him. 
‘I didn’t realise the two of you knew each other.’
‘Oh yes, Amanda and I have been acquaintances for years,’ Dad said. 
‘Lovely,’ Owen replied. 
Reed couldn’t see what was lovely about knowing someone. He’d been best friends with Cameron for years and years and he’d never thought it was lovely. 
‘What now?’ Owen asked. 
‘I have an idea, but first we need to stop by the dining room.’ 
‘What for?’
‘Trust me.’ 
Reed looked at his dad to see if he understood why it was important. Dad was nodding. Reed didn’t know whether it was the nodding like Dad did when he was listening to Mum, but not really listening, just pretending to, or if it was the sort of nodding like he knew what was important about the dining room. 
  Reed’s face lit up as he realised that maybe those empty food plates from before might be full now.  
‘Come on buddy,’ Dad said. ‘Won’t be long now.’ 
‘Dad, do you know what’s going on?’ Reed whispered.
‘Not completely,’ Dad replied. ‘But I think Amanda does and I trust her.’ 
‘Is she your girlfriend?’ 
His dad looked startled. ‘No, I’m married to your mum, I can’t have a girlfriend.’
‘Then why did she have her arm around you?’ 
‘She was just being friendly,’ said Dad. 
‘When are we having cake?’ 
‘Soon, buddy.’
Reed’s shoulders slumped. He knew soon meant anything from now to next week. 
ALICE
‘Am I keeping you from something important?’
Vanessa’s face flushed and she put her phone away. ‘Sorry, just a friend checking in. Trying to organise to go to a bar after work.’ 
‘Mmph.’ Alice was about to comment further, but considering she was about to call Amanda, she felt like she might come across a little hypocritical. 
Amanda answered straight away.
‘Where are you?’ Alice asked.
‘Just walking through the grounds. You?’
‘We’re heading down to the dining room.’
‘Great, we’ll see you there. Oh, before you go though, I think I left my bag in your apartment, could you get it for me.’
‘Do you need it urgently?’ Alice asked with a frown. 
‘No, I just thought since you were in the building you could do a mini detour.’ 
‘I’ll get Vanessa to do it.’ 
‘Thanks, I think it’s next to the couch.’ 
Alice clicked off, puzzled by the call, but she relayed the request to Vanessa who immediately went up the stairs while the others rode the elevator down to the ground floor.
Just as they were crossing the lobby, Reed burst through the main doors. ‘Mum! Dad’s got a girlfriend!’
Everyone stopped and stared at the excited boy. 
‘What do you mean Dad has a girlfriend?’ asked Jennifer. 
‘Amanda had her arm around him.’ Reed bounced up and down on the spot and Jennifer placed her hands on his shoulders to try and keep him from jiggling so much his pants fell down. (It had happened before.)
‘They’re friends,’ Jennifer said with a smile. ‘Friends hug sometimes.’
Jennifer might have been more concerned if she hadn’t known Amanda well. They had formed a friendship over the last year. 
 ‘Where is your father now?’ Alice asked.
‘That way,’ Reed pointed to the driveway.
His eyes flicked towards the dining room just as Vanessa emerged from the elevator.
‘I couldn’t find her bag,’ she said. 
Alice turned to look out the main doors, then down the corridor towards the dining room. 
‘I’m not surprised,’ she murmured. With a sigh she added, ‘Come on, let’s get this over with.’ 
Marching down the corridor, Alice pushed open the door to the dining room and braced herself for the shouts of surprise. 
None came.
Three members of Silvermoon staff were busy setting up more food stations, but apart from that the room was empty.
Frowning, Alice looked at Vanessa who adopted her best innocent face. If she hadn’t been trying and failing to smother a grin, it might have worked.
‘Spill it. What’s going on?’
‘What?’ Vanessa replied. 
‘I know you and Amanda were planning a surprise birthday party.’
Vanessa looked around the empty room. ‘I don’t know why you’d think that. Everyone is here for the Christmas party.’
Alice scowled. ‘Because I…’ she scanned the room and her frown deepened. ‘I was sure.’
‘Can I have cake now?’ Reed pipped up. 
‘There’s no cake,’ Jennifer told him. ‘Maybe when the Christmas party starts properly.
‘There’s cookies at Alice’s house. I saw them,’ said Rose. 
‘Honestly, Alice, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
‘I guess if there’s no cake I can have cookies.’ 
‘Reed, they’re not our cookies,’ Rose told him. 
‘Oh, come on,’ Alice said irritably. 
She led the way back up to her floor, her scowl remaining fixed to her face. She couldn’t have been that wrong. She was sure her granddaughter had been plotting a surprise party for her ninety-eighth birthday. Against her expressed wishes. She’d been extremely clear that she didn’t want to celebrate. Alice had been suspicious when Amanda suggested inviting the Atkinsons to the Silvermoon Christmas party, she felt sure that had been a cover.
But it looked like she was mistaken. 
At her front door she stabbed her code in and entered her apartment. 
‘SURPRISE!’
ROSE
She loved shouting surprise. And seeing the look on Alice’s face made her laugh and clap her hands together. But all the stuff before it, all the things they’d done before sneaking back to the apartment, Rose didn’t get it. It wasn’t like surprise parties on YouTube. There were about ten people in Alice’s house and Rose didn’t recognise most of them. 
‘Can I cut the cake?’ she asked her dad. 
‘Alice has to blow out the candles first.’ 
‘Can I light the candles then? Why are there only five? Shouldn’t there be, like ninety something?’
‘We couldn’t get a cake big enough to fit all the candles,’ quipped Vanessa.
‘You’re in enough trouble,’ Alice told her.
Vanessa tried and failed to look upset. 
Rose saw all the expressions and knew there was something she was missing, but she was honestly just happy enough to almost be having cake. 
‘Okay,’ Dad said to the room full of people. ‘Can someone explain what happened this morning?’
Several of the people looked confused, including Reed. Rose rolled her eyes. Honestly, he was so silly sometimes. It was so obvious. Although she might need to listen carefully because there were one or two tiny things she wasn’t sure of. 
‘Amanda, why don’t you start?’ 
Amanda took a drink from her wine glass before answering. Rose wished she was allowed to drink wine. 
‘As you know we were planning a surprise party for Alice. I knew she would cotton on if we held it in the dining room so I needed a way to get her out of her apartment. I asked Vanessa to sneak in and put the bird corpse in here.’
‘But how did you know it would annoy Alice enough for her to try and figure out how it got there?’ asked Jennifer. 
‘Because I’ve been asking Vanessa to let the cat up to the landing outside for several weeks.’
‘But it’s been going on for months,’ said Alice.
‘Yes, well, I’m a planner. And I figured having a cat around would be good for you. I wasn’t sure it would work though. You can be pretty stubborn.’
‘Oh the bird didn’t bother me,’ replied Alice. ‘But I couldn’t be sure you were planning something so I figured the more I moved around the harder it would be to find me. I wasn’t counting on you having a spy.’ She narrowed her eyes at Vanessa who grinned back. 
‘Anyway, once you were out of the apartment the plan was to sneak in and set everything up. Only, by that time Owen had asked for our help to track down his missing money. Which I’m guessing was set up by you?’ She was looking at Alice. 
‘What?!’ Owen said.
‘What gave it away?’ asked Alice. 
‘The song. It was supposed to lead us in search of the singer, maybe think that they had something to do with the missing money. But I talked to Leslie in the gym and he said the last person to leave the games room this morning was you. No one else went in or out until Owen came back. You took the money, then nudged Owen in our direction. You wanted to keep me distracted so that whatever I was planning for you couldn’t proceed.’ 
Alice looked at her granddaughter. ‘I don’t know whether to be proud or annoyed.’ 
Rose knew that saying. Her dad had said to her several times. 
‘So just to be clear,’ Dad said. ‘Alice has been manipulating us to solve a crime that didn’t happen, to distract Amanda from manipulating Alice to solve the mystery of the bird corpse that Amanda had set up in the first place.’ 
‘That pretty much sums it up,’ Alice said. 
She took some money from her pocket and handed it to Owen. ‘Sorry,’ she said with a shrug. 
‘Best birthday ever,’ Jennifer smiled. 
Rose spotted her brother sidle towards the cake. ‘Reed! I’m blowing out the candles!’
Reed try not to look guilty. ‘I was just looking at it.’
‘You’re right though, my boy. Too much talking, not enough eating,’ Alice told him. ‘Rose, could you please blow out the candles?’
‘Not until we sing happy birthday,’ said Amanda.
‘Only if you want to be kicked out,’ warned Alice. 
ALICE
It was just Amanda, and Oliver and his family left. The cake had been demolished and Alice was feeling contented. She hadn’t wanted a party, not because she was against them, but because she figured she’d had enough birthdays in her ninety-eight years on the planet. There was nothing left to celebrate.
‘We should go,’ Oliver said. 
‘No!’ the kids chorused. 
‘Stay a bit longer,’ replied Alice. ‘I have something to tell you.’
‘Christ.’ Oliver looked nervous as he sat back down in his chair, and Alice chuckled. She liked that she could still make people nervous with a few words. 
‘Thank you for coming today.’ She looked at Jennifer, then across to Oliver. ‘I’d forgotten what it was like to have a family wider than Amanda.’ 
‘Am I not enough anymore, Gran?’ 
‘Don’t call me that,’ Alice said automatically. 
Amanda laughed. 
‘I want you to know that I have no intention of dying, not at least until I’ve seen Rose walk down the aisle.’ 
‘She’s eight,’ Jennifer pointed out. 
‘So?’ 
‘Fair enough.’ 
‘But when I do die, I’ve arranged for something in my will for you and the family.’
‘You don’t have to do that,’ Oliver said. He shot a glance at Amanda.
‘Don’t worry, she is more than taken care of. She gets this place.’
‘Why would she want to live in a retirement village apartment?’ asked Jennifer. 
‘That’s not quite what I meant. Anyway, I just wanted you to know that I appreciate you being in my life.’
‘Oh, thanks.’
Jennifer rolled her eyes and said, ‘What Oliver meant to say is that we’re lucky to know you too, Alice.’
‘Yes, of course,’ Oliver nodded. 
Alice sat back with a smile. One day she would shuffle into the light at the end of the tunnel and Oliver would find out exactly how she much her appreciation was worth. She only wished she could be there to see the look on his face.
‘Happy birthday,’ Amanda raised her glass.
‘Happy birthday,’ Jennifer and Oliver repeated.
Alice nodded and sipped her drink. It actually had been.
But she knew that Amanda would be planning something big for her one hundredth birthday. 
And it was time to start plotting how to distract her.
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