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        “This is as fun a novel as it is moving and at times heart-breaking, never the more so when the final page comes and readers are only left wanting more.”

        CYNTHIA CHOW, KING’S RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON THE CUPID CAPER
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        “Another great mystery by Larissa Reinhart. Con artists, murder, a cast of sinister characters, and some laughs along the way. Loved it.”

        TERRI L. AUSTIN, AUTHOR OF THE ROSE STRICKLAND MYSTERIES ON THE CUPID CAPER
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        “The perfect combination of mystery, romance, and laughs! If you like your mysteries with humor and romance, with quirky characters, you can't go wrong with anything that Larissa Reinhart writes!!!! She is an incredibly gifted storyteller!"

        DEVILISHLY DELICIOUS BOOK REVIEWS ON 18 CALIBER
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        “The mystery and detective cases drive the story, but Larissa Reinhart’s characters steal the show every time.”

        THE GIRL WITH BOOK LUNGS ON NC-17
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        “NC-17 is simply fabulous. Fans of cozy mysteries, southern chick lit, hick lit, crime capers, and humorous mysteries will love it.”

        JANE READS ON NC-17
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        “If you love southern settings with plenty of sweet tea and eccentric characters, the meet up of these two heroines is epic.”

         BARB TAUB, HUMOR WRITER AND AUTHOR OF THE NULL CITY SERIES ON A VIEW TO A CHILL
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        “Maizie’s missteps make each of her successes an absolute joy, and I encourage readers to delve into this lively, funny, and genuinely satisfying series.”

        CYNTHIA CHOW,  KINGS RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON 16 MILLIMETERS
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        “With visually descriptive narrative, humorous quips, witty repartee and a quirky cast of characters, this was a such a fun book to read.”

        DRU ANN LOVE, DRU’S BOOK MUSING ON 16 MILLIMETERS
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        “Larissa writes a delightful book. Suspense, romance, and some funny situations. [Maizie’s] a teen star grown up to new possibilities.”

        SHARON SALITURO, FRESH FICTION ON 15 MINUTES
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        “I love Larissa Reinhart’s books because they are funny but they also show the big heart of the protagonist.”

        LYNN FARRIS, HOT MYSTERY REVIEW ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Hollywood glitz meets backwoods grit in this fast-paced ride on D-list celeb Maizie Albright's waning star. Sassy, sexy, and fun, 15 Minutes is hours of enjoyment—and a wonderful start to a fun new series from the charmingly Southern-fried Reinhart."

        PHOEBE FOX, AUTHOR OF THE BREAKUP DOCTOR SERIES ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Maizie Albright is the kind of fresh, fun, and feisty ‘star detective’ I love spending time with, a kind of Nancy Drew meets Lucy Ricardo. Move over, Janet Evanovich. Reinhart is my new "star mystery writer!"

        PENNY WARNER, AUTHOR OF DEATH OF A CHOCOLATE CHEATER AND THE CODE BUSTERS CLUB ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Child star and hilarious hot mess Maizie Albright trades Hollywood for the backwoods of Georgia and pure delight ensues. Maizie's my new favorite escape from reality."

        — GRETCHEN ARCHER, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DAVIS WAY CRIME CAPER SERIES ON 15 MINUTES
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        "Anytime artist Cherry Tucker has what she calls a Matlock moment, can investigating a murder be far behind? A Composition in Murder is a rollicking good time."

        TERRIE FARLEY MORAN, AGATHA AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF READ TO DEATH ON A COMPOSITION IN MURDER
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        "This is a winning series that continues to grow stronger and never fails to entertain with laughs, a little snark, and a ton of heart."

        KINGS RIVER LIFE MAGAZINE ON A COMPOSITION IN MURDER
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        "Cherry Tucker is a strong, sassy, Southern sleuth who keeps you on the edge of your seat."

        TONYA KAPPES, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE
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        "Because of Cherry's experiences, she knows that—Super Swine notwithstanding—man has always been the most dangerous game, making her the perfect protagonist for this giggle-inducing, down-home fun."

        BETTY WEBB, MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE ON THE BODY IN THE LANDSCAPE
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        "The perfect blend of funny, intriguing, and sexy! Another must-read masterpiece from the hilarious Cherry Tucker Mystery Series."

        – ANN CHARLES, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DEADWOOD AND JACKRABBIT JUNCTION MYSTERY SERIES ON DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE
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        "Artist and accidental detective Cherry Tucker goes back to high school and finds plenty of trouble and skeletons...Reinhart's charming, sweet-tea flavored series keeps getting better!"

        GRETCHEN ARCHER, USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE DAVIS WAY CRIME CAPER SERIES ON DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE
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        "Like front-porch lemonade, Reinhart's cast of characters offer a perfect balance of tart and sweet."

        SOPHIE LITTLEFIELD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF A BAD DAY FOR SORRY ON HIJACK IN ABSTRACT
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        "Reinhart manages to braid a complicated plot into a tight and funny tale. The reader grows to love Cherry and her quirky worldview, her sometimes misguided judgment, and the eccentric characters that populate the country of Halo, Georgia. Cozy fans will love this latest Cherry Tucker mystery."

        MARY MARKS, NEW YORK JOURNAL OF BOOKS ON HIJACK IN ABSTRACT
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        "Reinhart's country-fried mystery is as much fun as a ride on the tilt-a-whirl at a state fair. Readers who like a little small-town charm with their mysteries will enjoy Reinhart's series."

        DENISE SWANSON, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE SCUMBLE RIVER MYSTERIES ON STILL LIFE IN BRUNSWICK STEW
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        "This mystery keeps you laughing and guessing from the first page to the last. A whole-hearted five stars."

        DENISE GROVER SWANK, NEW YORK TIMES AND USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR ON STILL LIFE IN BRUNSWICK STEW
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        "Portrait of a Dead Guy is an entertaining mystery full of quirky characters and solid plotting...Highly recommended for anyone who likes their mysteries strong and their mint juleps stronger!"

        – JENNIE BENTLEY, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF FLIPPED OUT ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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        "Reinhart is a truly talented author and this book was one of the best cozy mysteries we reviewed this year."

        – MYSTERY TRIBUNE ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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        "It takes a rare talent to successfully portray a beer-and-hormone-addled artist as a sympathetic and worthy heroine, but Reinhart pulls it off with tongue-in-cheek panache. Cherry is a lovable riot, whether drooling over the town's hunky males, defending her dysfunctional family's honor, or snooping around murder scenes."

        — MYSTERY SCENE MAGAZINE ON PORTRAIT OF A DEAD GUY
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      THE PIG’N A POKE

      A Finley Goodhart Crime Caper prequel

      When a winter storm traps ex-con Finley at the Pig'N a Poke roadhouse, she finds her criminal past useful in solving a murder.

      

      Free for my VIP Readers!

      

      Tap this link — https://www.larissareinhart.com/larissasreaders — to join Larissa’s email group where she shares exclusive content, news, and giveaways and receive The Pig’N A Poke as a gift. Note: Larissa will not share your email address and you can unsubscribe at any time.

    

  


  
    
      To Sophie & Luci & Hailey & Lily & Reygan & Aspen

      Study hard but don’t forget life’s best mysteries aren’t meant to be solved.
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      “The Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) film rating system is used in the United States and its territories to rate a film's suitability for certain audiences based on its content.

      NC-17 – Adults Only

      No One 17 and Under Admitted. Clearly adult. Children are not admitted.”

      

      
        
        Maizie Albright’s newest clients:

        Ages 15, 143/4, and 141/2.

        Grade 10 at Black Pine High School.

        Home of the Tree Toppers

        in Black Pine, Georgia.

        Also home to Bigfoot.

        #Allegedly
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          #METWONT #HESDABOMB

        

      

    

    
      Stakeouts are not all they’re cracked up to be. Unless you have a more realistic vision of a stakeout than I had. Or maybe a different mentor. One would think sitting in a truck together for hours on end might lead to scintillating conversations. An intimate bonding through shared experience, cold coffee, and stale donuts. Even a little nookie.

      Depending on your mentor, of course. But not Wyatt Nash of Nash Security Solutions.

      I had high hopes for such stakeouts. But I’ve had high hopes for many things in my life. With twenty-five years of life experiences that mostly didn’t meet expectations, I should’ve learned to lower the bar a bit. But with this man, hope—high or low—was all I had.

      Nash was not only my boss and mentor. Nash was my dream guy. He’s built like a demigod, with intense Paul Newman-blue eyes and a flash of dimple from his rare sexy smiles. A dry sense of humor. Loyal. Caring. Intelligent. Brave. Chivalrous to a fault.

      A really big fault. As long as he’s my boss, he won’t date me, let alone share intimate bonding. Or nookie. And I get it. As an ex-actress who’s had twenty years of Hollywooding, I’ve been #metoo’d beyond recognizing what’s normal for inappropriate behavior. When your personal self was a brand, “pimping” takes on meanings both literal and figurative. And thanks to my manager, my moral code included exception clauses.

      But with Nash and me, the situation’s different.

      I know you’ve heard that before, but it’s true.

      Our mutual (I hope mutual) desire was born from respect as much as an attraction. Granted, that desire has been barely mentioned and not really acted upon in the past few months we’ve known each other. Nash put the brakes on anything romantic until my two-year mentorship ended and we can officially partner.

      That’s a long time for mutual desire without action. Particularly for a red-blooded twenty-five-year-old such as myself. Nash is thirty-two. Which is like twenty-five in man years. Maybe less.

      I believe these brakes frustrate us equally.

      I know I shouldn’t be thinking about nookie during stakeouts. But I can tell Nash’s thinking about it, too. It’s in the way he grips his binoculars. Runs a finger in the neckline of his Lynyrd Skynyrd T-shirt. Rolls down the window of his truck to gulp fresh air. And cuts me the occasional gaze so heated, I get flash burns on my cheeks.

      Also, because we live in Georgia, and even though it’s fall the temperature still feels like July. I have skin pale enough to guide ships to safe harbor on moonless nights. Like literally. It happened at Black Pine Lake once when I wasn’t wearing bronzer.

      This was also probably why our conversations were not so scintillating. The blood our brains need for conversations had been diverted to other areas of our bodies.

      Like today, as we sat broiling in Nash’s Silverado pickup, waiting for crazy Roger Price to finish his shift so we could follow him around town. This week we’d followed him to a variety of fast food restaurants, Walmart, Tractor Supply, and thirteen gas stations. (Roger’s a scratch-off nut.) And I couldn’t come up with anything more scintillating than talking about my ex-manager’s (and still-mother’s) stupid wedding.

      Stupid because she’s marrying my ex-costar on All is Albright. My ex-fiancé. Unbeknownst to me, he was hired for that role. And now was hired to marry my mother. For the show.

      Or so I keep telling myself.

      As you can tell, I have issues when it comes to men. Maybe more so than with carbs. And that’s saying something.

      “Roger Price at eleven o’clock,” said Nash.

      My phone chirped. I gave eleven o’clock a glance, confirming Roger Price’s quick stride from Radio Shack to his Nissan Sentra. Checked my phone. Another text from Vicki.

      “This wedding is going to kill me,” I said, my eyes back on Roger Price’s Sentra. “Now she wants assorted safari animals. Non-carnivorous.”

      “What does that mean? Giraffes?”

      “Maybe a zebra? Elephant? Her wedding planner is crazy. He already ordered the floral. The animals will eat her decorations.”

      “Better the decorations than the people. The guests are already at risk from Vicki’s fangs.”

      We shared a grin. My heart tripped. A rush of blood shot through my veins and smacked my cheeks.

      “Do you want to be my plus one? For the wedding?” I asked in a voice that I hoped sounded cool and not desperate. “I know it’s not your thing at all. It’ll be a zoo, regardless of the animals. All those photographers. Celebrity guests. And they’ll be filming for All Is Albright…But the food will be good. Unless an animal gets into…Never mind.”

      “It sounds like a nightmare. But if you really want me, I’ll go.”

      “Want you? Of course, I want you. To go. To the wedding. With me.”

      “Only for you, Miss Albright.” He shook his head, but the bare glimmer of a smile hovered on his lips.

      “For me?” I cut the excitement in my voice, tried to play it cool. “But you’ll have to wear a tux.”

      “Stop trying to sweeten the deal.”

      Nash cut his eyes from Roger Price’s car to me. Our gaze held. His pale blue meeting my sea glass green. His eyes warmed, like a glacier melting. Mine probably darkened to the color of a jungle spring, considering the heat rushing through my body.

      He leaned forward, placing his hand on the seat between us. My heart pounding, I adjusted my posture. Turned toward him with my knee on the seat. Licked my lips and tasted Rapture.

      My Urban Decay lip gloss. Thankfully, I wasn’t wearing Obsessed.

      Nash took a deep breath. Reached behind him and zipped down the window. A breeze swirled inside the cab. It carried the scent of hot asphalt and burger grease but also a refreshing gust of hope.

      “Miss Albright,” said Nash. “Maizie.”

      A car’s motor started. Nash glanced out the windshield. Stiffened.

      “What?” Roger Price was ruining our moment. Of all times to start his car. “What were you going to say?”

      “He’s leaving.”

      That was not what he was going to say. Or if it was, my desperation was worse than I thought. If I only I could woman up, get a spine, and confront him about our imaginary relationship.

      Roger Price’s car puttered from the parking lot. Nash jerked the gear shift of the Silverado and pulled out of the lot.

      Instead of a spine, I searched for a non-scintillating conversation topic. Deflection was more in my wheelhouse. “I hope Roger goes to Chick-Fil-A again.” I flipped my ponytail off my neck and fanned. “I’m starving.”

      “You just ate a bag of donut holes.”

      “Donut holes are more of an appetizer than lunch. Besides, Lamar gave me day-olds. I think their potency declines with freshness.”

      “Whatever you say, Miss Albright. But it’ll have to be drive-through.”

      My heart thumped. Both at Nash’s sweet acceptance of my food logic. And the thought of Chick-Fil-A.

      Roger Price sped past Chick-Fil-A. I held back my disappointment. This day was turning out to be one long letdown. But I held on to hope. For Roger to appease his hunger. Among other things.

      “Hinky,” said Nash. “Did you notice the Sentra doesn’t have plates? It had plates yesterday. Why would he take off the plates?”

      “Roger is a weird guy. If he wasn’t, his mother wouldn’t have him investigated.”

      An alarm shook my phone. I checked the time. “Shizzles. I have to go.”

      “You can’t go. We’re tailing a guy.”

      “It’s my probation volunteer work. I told them I’d be there at three. I got the sweetest volunteer position. Assisting at the community theater. I can’t tell you how many phone calls that took. They thought I wasn’t really Maizie Albright. And when they realized I was Maizie Albright, they couldn’t believe I didn’t want to get paid. It took a lot of woman-splaining about judge’s orders, probation, and whatnot to convince them to let this be my charity work.”

      “I don’t think your probation community service hours count as charity.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Nash nodded, focused on pacing the Silverado at a fair distance from the Sentra. Black Pine wasn’t very large. Tailing someone in town was harder than you’d think. Unless you don’t mind appearing obvious.

      “Roger looks like he’s headed downtown,” I said. “You could drop me off at the office and I could walk to the theater.”

      “You need to schedule your volunteer hours after work.”

      “But—” My phone chirped. “Now Vicki wants a fitting at four.”

      “A fitting?”

      “Probably for my bridesmaid dress.”

      “You’re working,” said Nash. “We have a tail on Roger Price. You’re staying with me.”

      My toes curled at that declaration. I thumb-typed Vicki. Three texts popped onto the tiny screen of my flip phone before I could hit the send button. “Hells. She wants me to go to Giulio’s fitting. That’s totally awkward.”

      “Forget Vicki.” Nash gritted his teeth. “Price is slowing.”

      I looked up. Price had pulled into a bank. Parked in front of the sidewalk. And exited the running car wearing a cow mask. “He certainly loves Chick-Fil-A. But that’s a little strange, even for Roger. Wait, what is he carrying?”

      “Miss Albright, call the police.” Nash cut the wheel, blocking the drive into the bank’s parking lot. He reached across me to pop open his glove compartment. “Stay in the truck.”

      “What was Roger carrying? It looked like⁠—”

      “A bomb.”

      “A bomb? For what? To rob the bank? Can you do that?”

      “Apparently.” He slipped his .38 Special from the glove compartment, checked the chamber, and opened his car door. “Wait for the police. Move the truck when they come. For now, don’t let anyone else into the parking lot.”

      “I could give you backup.”

      Sliding out his door, he leveled me with a glance. “No, Maizie. Stay here.”

      “But Nash⁠—”

      “That’s an order.” The door slammed. Nash ran across the parking lot, slipping the .38 into his belt holster.

      Used to taking direction, I didn’t argue but dialed 9-1-1. Stayed on the line, as dictated by the dispatcher. Typed an answer to Vicki, as she demanded. Kept my eyes glued to the front door of the bank. Listened for sirens with my other ear. Checked my watch.

      I was late for my charity—I mean, community service—work. But wouldn’t a probation officer understand tardiness as the result of stopping a crazy bank robber? Even if I wasn’t actually stopping the robber myself. Just sitting in a truck, waiting for the police to show up so I could move the truck. While my partner was inside a bank that might blow up.

      My gut tightened. Please don’t blow up the bank, Roger.

      Could you make a working bomb at Radio Shack? Roger Price excelled at making robots. And playing video games until three or four in the morning with people from “foreign parts.” According to his mother. She had shown us a multitude of robots. His massive collection of gaming paraphernalia. His bedroom welding equipment.

      Hells.

      Roger’s recent interest in gardening really worried his mother. He wasn’t much of an outside guy. Or one to get his hands dirty, unless it was from model paint. But he’d been stockpiling fertilizer. Worried that her son was going to start a “drug farm,” she hired Nash to watch Roger. She thought he was meeting dealers in his off hours. Not scarfing chicken sandwiches and robbing banks.

      I hopped out of the truck to pace the parking lot. No one exited the bank. Wouldn’t customers flee upon seeing a man entering, wearing a cow mask? I chewed my lip. What if the security guard saw Nash’s piece and thought him an accomplice? Except this was Black Pine, Georgia. The security guard was probably a distant relation of Nash’s. Or at least recognized him as Wyatt Nash of Nash Security Solutions. There was probably a security arm of the Rotary Club or something.

      Should I call Roger’s mother?

      Maybe after he’s arrested.

      And on that note, where were the police? I lifted the phone back to my ear to ask the dispatcher. A horn honked. I peered around the Silverado. A man in a Lexus rolled down his window. A man looking irritated and harried. Before I could explain, I heard the double buzz of another call. Checked my ID and saw it was my probation officer.

      Hells to the shizzle.

      “Move your damn truck,” hollered Mr. Lexus.

      “Just a minute and I’ll explain,” I called and heard the approaching sirens. I did need to move the damn truck. But not for this guy. “Sir, you need to back up.”

      “Get off your damn phone and move your damn truck.”

      In my ear, the buzzing of my probation officer continued. On the other line, the 9-1-1 responder asked me a question about what I could see. Although I didn’t think she meant an irate man in a Lexus.

      “Hold on,” I said to 9-1-1 and pointed a finger at Lexus. “You hold on, too.”

      “Move your fat ass. Or I’ll do it for you.” Mr. Lexus opened his car door.

      “That is totally uncalled for, sir. I’m still in an adjustment phase to living in Georgia. I didn’t get to eat like this back in California. And I no longer have a trainer. Thank God for small favors. But still, it’s hard to control my eating and exercise unless I have someone berating me.” I ran a hand over my ponytail. Off track again. And my spine still seemed to be playing hide-and-seek. “If you could please get back in your car, the police⁠—”

      The dispatcher spoke again. The buzzing from my probation officer cut off. My phone chirped six times. Texts from Vicki. The sirens grew louder. I shoved the phone in my pocket and turned toward the truck. Saw Mr. Lexus stalking toward me.

      “I’m going to move, but you can’t go into the bank right now. You need to back up and drive away. Please believe me, sir.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      Beneath my feet, the ground rumbled a millisecond before I heard the explosion. The door of the bank blew open. Tore off its hinges. Sailed through the air. And slammed into Roger Price’s Sentra.
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      The next morning, while my head felt like it would explode—shooting off my neck and slamming into the ceiling, much like that bank door did to Roger Price’s car—across from me, my probation officer, Gladys Hoepker calmly read the official report detailing the horrible blunders of my past. Probably current blunders, too. Although Gladys had the air of a much older woman, I guessed she was in her mid-thirties. Glossy blonde hair cut into a neat bob. An unbecoming, yet efficient suit. Nails trimmed and not painted. A smartwatch that caught her eye every three minutes. On the floor behind her desk, she had a bag of knitting supplies.

      I focused on these details, trying to find the calm that Gladys so wonderfully maintained. I squirmed on the molded plastic chair. Pulled air through my nose and let it whoosh from my mouth. The ujjayi breath was supposed to be calming, but it made me lightheaded.

      Okay, Maizie, that’s because you’re hyperventilating. Slow down your breath. Repeat your mantra. Nash is not dead. He’s injured, but not dead. Everything’s going to be okay.

      “Everything is not okay, Miss Albright.”

      I stuttered out the last breath and blinked at my probation officer. “I’m sorry?”

      Gladys glanced from me to her computer. “You keep saying that, but you’re in serious jeopardy of breaking the terms of your probation.”

      “I didn’t mean for you to hear that.”

      “Then quit talking while you’re breathing.” Gladys frowned. “The breathing itself is seriously annoying. But the chanting? That’s got to stop. I’m about to ask for a psych counsel. You’re lucky your drug tests are clean because my first inclination is that you’re on something.”

      “I’m trying to calm myself. My therapist Renata taught me⁠—”

      “What’s your new therapist taught you? Oh right, nothing. Because you don’t have one. Which is one of the conditions of your probation.” Gladys pulled a sheaf of papers from her printer, then dropped them into the folder on her desk.

      “I’m sort of working on that? Therapy is sort of expensive.”

      “Listen, Maizie. This is not California. We don’t bend rules for hotshot stars in Georgia. It’s hard to believe a judge would let you leave the state when you’re on probation. These guidelines he delivered should be a cakewalk. And still, you screwed it up. Live with your father. Get a job. Stay clean. Seek therapy. No jobs associated with the TV or film industry. Community service. Check-in weekly with your probation officer. How hard can that be?”

      “I’m not a hotshot star. At least not anymore. And I don’t think anyone ever called me a hotshot?” I wasn’t sure if anyone said “hotshot” in this century, but that wasn’t pertinent. “Some events have been just out of my control⁠—”

      “Like a bank robbery.”

      I drooped in my chair. “Exactly.”

      “Let’s see…” Gladys peered at the paper on her desk. “Or missing your last appointment because you were serving a ‘subpoena to a woman whose pit bull treed you in her front yard’ and you ‘had to wait for a fireman to get you down.’”

      “Yes. When you’re chased by a dog ordered to ‘kill,’ there’s a lot of motivation to get up a tree. Getting down is much harder.”

      “Appointment before that, you were up all night on a surveillance op at the Tiger Lounge and overslept.”

      “The husband was cheating with a stripper. The pictures inside the Tiger Lounge came out dark and grainy which isn’t good for court, so we were waiting for him to exit the back for a rendezvous in the alley. Which, I mean, ew. At least wait until she gets off work, right? This guy was a real⁠—”

      “I don’t care that this guy is a real anything, Maizie. I care about you meeting the terms of your probation. And one of those terms is making it on time to your weekly meetings. Another is to meet with a therapist. And do community service. None of which you’ve complied.”

      “I had my community service set up, Miss Gladys. But the play rehearsals didn’t start until this week and⁠—”

      “And you still missed the first appointment.” Gladys folded her arms and leaned back in her chair.

      “Because there was a bank robbery and my partner was⁠—”

      “You know what this job gets me, Maizie?”

      I shook my head.

      “Excuses. I’ve heard so many excuses over my time, I could load a U-Haul and dump them on my employer, friends, and family anytime I don’t feel like doing something.” Gladys placed her hands on her desk and leaned forward. “You know what I don’t do, Maizie?”

      I had a feeling I knew, but I shook my head anyway.

      “Give excuses for things I should be doing. I just do whatever I need to do. Because I’m supposed to do it. Like an adult does. That’s why you’re on probation, Maizie. You want the easy way out. If you don’t feel like doing something, whether it’s making it to your community service or…” Gladys tapped the paper. “Saying no to a boyfriend when he wants to sell narcotics, you wimp out.”

      “I didn’t know Oliver was selling Oxy. And I really wanted to make it to my community service, but by the time Roger Price blew up the bank⁠—”

      Gladys held her hand up. “Excuses.”

      I slid back in my chair and twisted a lock of my hair.

      “Maizie, do you want to return to Judge Ellis in California and give those excuses to him? I don’t know Judge Ellis, seems like a real nice guy to make these probation requirements so easy for you, but I don’t think he wants to hear those excuses. You know what I think?”

      I sighed.

      “I think he’d rather revoke your probation than hear excuses. The only thing a judge wants to hear is ‘Yes, your Honor. I can testify that my client fulfilled the terms of her probation.’”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Gladys pushed a piece of paper toward me. “Since you’re unable to deal with the responsibility of finding therapy and community service work, I have done it for you. You will report to your community service work in one hour. And to make it even easier on you, your appointed psychologist, Dr. Trident, will assign the community service work.”

      “Trident like the gum?”

      “No, Trident like the doctor of psychology who will be treating you.” Gladys narrowed her eyes.

      “I meant just in terms of spelling.” I refrained from another deep breath. “Is Dr. Trident expensive?”

      “He’s doing it pro bono. Which means you need to make a doubly extra effort to work with him and make it to your sessions, Maizie. He’s moving to the Wellspring Center. You will help him with the move today.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I’m moving furniture?”

      “And boxes. Cleaning. Painting. Whatever he needs to get his new office situated. Then for your community service, you’ll be assisting at Wellspring wherever they need help.”

      “Where?”

      “Black Pine Wellspring Center on Black Pine Mountain. It’s been remodeled by the new owners. At the turn of the last century, the original buildings were used by summer visitors for a European spa or something. It’s changed hands a few times. I think it was a chicken farm for a while. Anyway, now it’s back to the original idea. A health and wellness retreat. Which is why Dr. Trident moved his office there.”

      “Okay. The community theater was more in my wheelhouse than moving boxes, but I’m happy to volunteer.” I studied the paper she handed me and folded it into a square. “Just an FYI, before I get to this I need to see my boss. He’s in the hospital and if I don’t mind the office, we could lose business. His ex-wife has a competing private investigation’s office and⁠—”

      “No excuses, Maizie.” Gladys stood, folded her arms, and leaned over me. “Here’s an FYI for you. You’re in violation of your probation right now. And FYI, I haven’t reported you. Yet.”

      Yet. The most ominous word in the English language. Maybe followed by FYI.
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      Despite Gladys’s dire warnings, I stopped at our office before going to the Wellspring Center. I needed to gather a few things—mostly my wits—and to check in with Lamar. Lamar owned our building and the Dixie Kreme Donuts shop under which Nash housed his private investigations office permanently and himself temporarily.

      Nothing is better or worse than working in an office that smelled like donuts. Nothing is better or worse than finding your boss’s Hugo Boss briefs in a file cabinet.

      At least for myself, in both cases.

      Lamar was also an ex-cop and silent partner of Nash Security Solutions. Or would be as soon as Nash’s evil (generally) ex-wife, Jolene Sweeney, would sell her half of the business to him. Currently, Jolene had two security businesses. Half of Nash’s and her own, Sweeney Security Solutions. Meaning she competed with herself. Spite does not provide good business acumen. It does, however, do an awesome job of ruining an ex-husband’s business.

      Which I guess, was the point.

      I stopped in the Dixie Kreme shop—a habit I pretended was more about neighborliness and less about donuts—to give my hellos to the staff. I’d missed Lamar. He’d already gone to the hospital.

      Wishing I had that option, I trudged up the stairs to Nash Security Solutions. As I climbed, I skipped the squeaky step that sounded like a gunshot and realized, in only a few months, how well I knew this building. I’d memorized the pattern of the bricks peeking through the cracks in the plaster walls. Learned how to jiggle the key in the old brass lock because the humidity (and dirt) made the gears stick. Then to pull the door shut before pushing it open. I knew the water stains in the ceiling and the low spot on the wooden floor that made you trip and stub your toe on the metal leg of the desk. How to lift the drawers on the file cabinets so they wouldn’t catch on their dented sides. The time of day the sun slanted through the blinds and heated the couch’s wooden arm. It would singe your arm hair if you weren’t careful.

      Familiarity breeds endearment towards the contemptible, IMHO.

      I loved the office. Despite its propensity toward grime. But today its familiarity gave me a sense of homesickness. Maybe similar to the first visit home from college. (In all honesty, I’d attended U Cal, Long Beach, as a commuter. But I assumed it would have that same bittersweet feeling.) Nash Security Solutions had become a home of sorts. And like a family, Nash Security Solutions had given me hope for stability and security, something an actor rarely feels.

      Even at the pinnacle of my career in the starring role of Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective—when we were pulling in awards and the best prime-time spots—there was always the niggling feeling it could all disappear in an instant and without warning.

      Because it could. And it did.

      Acting was a career of risk, chance, and optimistic determination. You bet on the short odds. And when you get to a point where you could place your marker on a long shot for the big career boost, you’d best have a safety net. My manager, Vicki, was wise enough to understand this. Knowing the vagaries of child stars and their potential to screw the pooch, she invested in a platinum parachute.

      For herself, apparently.

      Leaving me with nothing but legal fees, student loans, and no understanding of real-world finance. But whatevs. I was still young. Vicki, not so much. I’d voluntarily (and by judge’s orders) given up acting. I had chosen a new career. And still had a kick-ass wardrobe of designer outfits. For now.

      This job was really hard on my clothes.

      And the job had only Roger Price’s mother as a client. That realization made my stomach clench and my lungs seize. I grabbed the edge of Lamar’s La-Z-Boy, gripping the wooden frame that had wormed its way past the padding to the worn corduroy fabric. A paroxysm of weeping threatened to overtake me. But I couldn’t cry and hyperventilate at the same time. I doubled over and let the blood rush into my head and clear up the mess.

      A knock on the door threatened to tip me forward. But knocks (generally) meant business. I pinched the skin between my thumb and pointer finger hard enough to shut off the waterworks and force a gasp of pain.

      “Come in,” I wheezed.

      The door swung open and three pairs of sneakers entered. Our clients didn’t generally wear sneakers. I tipped my head up, following the denim-clad legs to T-shirts and three teenage heads. Two girls and a boy. Adorbs, all three. Fresh and still young enough to not have become embittered with dashed dreams and threadbare hope. They were iGeneration.

      I think “embittered with dashed dreams” was more of a Millennial thing.

      “Are you okay?” said a girl with long brown hair. Cute freckling across her pert nose. Brown eyes. Total girl-next-door look. Except for the black tee featuring a cat with an evil grin, stating, “We’re all mad here.”

      The teen who babysat my six-year-old half-sister wore mostly pink tees that spoke of pride in her Southern roots. And her love for hair bows, dogs, and lake hair.

      To each his own.

      I rose. Whooshed out a long breath. Slowly inhaled. And hiccuped. “I’m fine, thanks. What can I do for you?”

      “We saw your online ad.”

      “We have an online ad?” Hope swelled and washed away the doubt and fear. “I didn’t know Nash had made an online ad. That’s great.”

      “This wasn’t the place with the online ad,” said the boy. He had rumply brown curls. Shorter than the girls, he jutted his chin in the air. Maybe to make himself feel taller. Or less short. His T-shirt featured a zombie eating a brain burger. Gross. But boys were gross. So they say.

      “Oh, right,” said the girl. “The other place had the ad.”

      Doubt and fear returned. Particularly at the implication of “the other place.”

      “Who had the ad?” I said.

      “Sweeney something-something,” said the third teen. “We saw your sign when we were walking to the other place.”

      Sweeney Security Solutions. Jolene. Right around the corner. Of course, she had online advertising. And of course, we didn’t.

      “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

      This girl had a halo of tight, brown curls and beautiful olive skin. She probably didn’t even need a six-step cleansing and moisturizing routine. The girl unfolded her arms and placed her hands on her hips. Her tee read, “Dead Inside.”

      I really hoped these kids were into irony. They certainly weren’t into pink hair bows. I took a tiny step back and bumped into the La-Z-Boy.

      “It’s Saturday,” said Dead Inside.

      “Oh, right.” I rubbed my head. “My days are a bit mixed up. I was at the hospital and the police station all night. I feel kind of jet-lagged.”

      “Police station?” said Cheshire Cat.

      “Hospital?” said the zombie boy. “For a case?”

      “Sort of. It’s been a long twenty-four hours.” I glanced at my watch. “And I need to get going. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m Mara,” said Dead Inside. She hooked a thumb at the other two. “He’s Fred and she’s Laci. We need a detective.”

      “For a school project? I’m short on time today, but you can come back later.”

      They shook their heads.

      “No, it’s for real,” said Mara.

      “How much do you cost?” said Laci. “As a detective?”

      “If you’re wondering how much a case runs, it depends on the type. For example, if you need a security evaluation on your home or business⁠—”

      “Not security. A missing person,” said Laci.

      “That’s not as cut and dry as a security evaluation. That sort of work’s hourly, but there may be incidental costs. Court documentation. Expenses. I’d have to look it up since we don’t get a whole lot of missing person cases.”

      “You don’t have any experience in missing person cases,” said Fred, disappointment dusting his voice.

      “I have some experience if you need an interview or something. Is it an article for your school newspaper? I’m really good at giving interviews. I’ve had a lot of experience in my past career as⁠—”

      Laci cut in. “Can you give us references?”

      “References? For you?” Actually, I probably couldn’t. Not with those cases. And where was this going? The clock was ticking. I needed to meet Dr. Trident before he called Gladys. If she didn’t like my dog in the tree excuse, she really wasn’t going to like the teenagers in the office excuse.

      “My two most major cases had missing persons in them,” I said quickly. “They were also murder—” I stopped myself, remembering to whom I was speaking. “But why don’t you come back later? I’m sorry but I really⁠—”

      “You were going to say murder cases,” said Mara. “That’s perfect. We need you to investigate a murder.”

      “We don’t know if he’s murdered,” said Laci.

      “He’s probably murdered,” said Mara.

      “Hold up,” I said. “What’s going on with you three? You have a missing friend who may be murdered? And you want to hire me to investigate?”

      They nodded.

      “Are the police also investigating?”

      They shook their heads.

      I slowed down my speech and took another step back, rocking the chair. “You don’t have anything to do with this missing possible murder, do you?”

      “We were camping together.” Mara glanced at Fred. He nodded. “And that’s when Chandler disappeared.”

      “Oh, my God. Why didn’t you tell the police? What did Chandler’s parents say? They must be out of their minds with worry.”

      “We don’t really know his parents,” said Laci.

      “Holy shiz, that doesn’t matter.” I checked the tone of my voice and forced myself to calm. “You have to tell his parents. And the police.”

      They shuffled back a step, glancing at each other.

      “We’ll do it now.” My thoughts hopped from every teens-in-the-woods horror flick to every teen-murder-pact news story I’d seen. I couldn’t hide my shudder, but I maintained an even keel to my voice. A benefit of acting. Staying calm among possible teen killers. Surely Gladys would allow me the excuse of reporting a teen homicide if it included turning in the main suspects. “I’ll go with you. It’ll be okay. The police will appreciate you reporting it.”

      “We already went to the police. A week ago,” said Fred. “They’re not interested.”

      “What do you mean they’re not interested? It’s their job to be interested in missing and murdered people. Did you give them all the facts?”

      “Of course,” said Laci. “Our parents went with us and we filled out a report detailing everything that happened that night. And everything we knew about Chandler.”

      I watched them side-eye each other. “What about Chandler’s parents? His parents must have noticed he’s missing and gone to the police.”

      “He’s not a minor,” said Mara. “He’s like twenty-something. We don’t know his parents.”

      “You were camping in the woods with a twenty-something-year-old man?” My stomach turned over. I licked my lips and wondered if Chandler was missing because he was in jail. I hoped he was in jail.

      “Chandler’s the producer of our YouTube channel.”

      “Your YouTube channel has a producer?”

      Mara nodded. “Bigfoot Trackers. Chandler’s also the star. Fred and Laci are research and hosts, too. I direct. I prefer behind the scenes.”

      I would, too, if I had a Bigfoot show, but whatever. “Let me guess, you were vlogging on your camping expedition.”

      “Of course,” said Laci. “Right behind the new Wellspring Center.”

      “Wait a minute. I’m supposed to go to the—” They didn’t need to know that. “And Chandler struck out on his own, looking for Bigfoot, while you were…”

      “Making s’mores,” said Fred.

      “Chandler was actually investigating Wellspring,” said Mara. “Not Bigfoot.”

      “We’re always investigating Bigfoot,” said Fred. “That’s our job.”

      “It’s not a job unless you actually get paid,” I said. “Back to Chandler…”

      “We get paid. Ad revenue,” said Laci. “Our Kickstarter blew the roof. And we have sponsors.” She turned so I could read the Bigfoot logo patch on her backpack. Next to an even bigger logo for a camera. And one for a sports drink. Plus a patch for a s’mores-flavored protein bar.

      “Way to rock the product placement,” formed on my lips, but then I remembered I was adulting. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, you were making s’mores. Near the Wellspring Center. Why were you near the Wellspring Center?”

      “We believe Bigfoot— Ouch. I have this theory about chickens… Stop kicking me, Laci.” Fred rubbed his chin. “It’s a good spot to look for Bigfoot.”

      “And Chandler never came back? Did you look for him?”

      The teens cut their eyes to the ground.

      “He told us not to leave the campsite,” mumbled Fred.

      “He never said goodbye or came back to get his stuff,” said Mara. “That’s why I know he’s murdered.”

      “We looked the next morning,” said Laci. “We couldn’t find anything. And the police looked. They used a dog, but the dog traced his scent back to where he parked. His car was gone and they put out an APB. But they couldn’t do much else.”

      “The police think he just took off?”

      The three nodded, tight-lipped. Then glanced everywhere but at me or themselves.

      “What else did the police say?”

      “That he drove to the Atlanta airport and bought a ticket to Mexico,” said Mara. “Chandler wouldn’t do that. At least without telling us. The police said we were confused. But how could the three of us be confused at the same time?”

      If they convinced themselves into confusion, that’s how. A very teenagery thing to do. I should know. I spent most of my teenage years in confused convictions.

      “How close were you to the Wellspring Center?” I said.

      Mara dragged her toe across the floor. A loopy line appeared in the dust. “Very close.”

      “Were you trespassing?”

      More toe dragging. Laci stared at Fred. Fred focused on the dust trail pattern.

      “If we weren’t inside the fence, I don’t think it counts as trespassing,” said Mara.

      Okay, then. “What do you think happened to Chandler? Fred, you answer. And no kicking, Laci.”

      Fred ran a hand through his curls, grabbed a handful, and squeezed. “Well…we’ve been investigating this area for a while. I have a hypothesis that Sasquatch would be attracted to the chicken farm. A perfect source of food, right there in his habitat. He might want retribution for humans tearing up the mountain to build stupid things like spas⁠—”

      “In any case, we have evidence Bigfoot’s been there,” interrupted Laci. “The Wellspring Center opened recently, and we were worried that they may be adversely affecting Bigfoot’s habitat. But⁠—”

      “But then…” Fred gave Laci a side-eye. “Watching the construction and fortifications, we started thinking there may be another reason for the Wellspring Center to build there. Chandler was convinced of it. We began a plan to see if we were right.”

      “Fortifications?” I said. “I thought this place was like a health retreat or something.”

      “Okay, fences.”

      “Fences are not so unusual. Actually, they’re pretty common.”

      “To keep people out?” said Mara. “Or to keep something in?”

      “Wait, you think the Wellspring Center has something to do with Bigfoot? And Chandler got…kidnapped? Murdered? By the Wellspring Center? Like a Stranger Things plot? Or Twin Peaks?”

      They refused to nod, but I could tell by their steely-eyed expressions that I’d hit on their suspicions. Teenagers hated being told their opinions weren’t valid. They also didn’t like to be patronized.

      I wasn’t left with much else to say.

      “And hiring me to look into Chandler’s disappearance would mean…”

      “You need to help us investigate the Wellspring Center,” said Fred. “To see if they’re behind Chandler’s disappearance.”

      “I have to do community service— I mean, volunteer work at the Wellspring Center. And there’s a Dr. Trident…” I wasn’t going to get into the details of therapy with them, “…who needs my help.”

      “It’s a perfect cover,” said Mara, hopping in place. “That means this is meant to be. You’re already there.”

      “Wait,” said Fred. “We don’t know if she’s working at the Center or for the Center. You can’t trust the first detective you find.”

      “Stop saying ‘detective.’ We’re private investigators. And I’m not getting paid by the Wellspring Center. I’ve never even been there. Although I was supposed to be there about fifteen minutes ago.”

      The conversation had a “Who’s on First Base” quality that made me dizzy. Or maybe I was still dizzy from hyperventilating.

      “Anyway,” I continued. “My working at the Center doesn’t mean anything. It’s a coincidence built on the fact that the Wellspring Center just opened. I’m going there because Dr. Trident needs my help. Moving in.”

      “You’re helping a doctor move their stuff in?” Mara’s eyes slid to Fred. “Like moving furniture?”

      “Possibly. And maybe painting.” I controlled my shudder. My phone beeped. I glanced at the incoming number. Gladys. Shizzles. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go.”

      “We’ll talk later,” said Mara.

      I gave her a tight smile. I didn’t have the heart to tell these kids that I didn’t have the time or patience for a missing person-Bigfoot hunt. I had to seek out actual paying jobs. Deal with the disappointingly tangible demands of a business. And fulfill the terms of a genuine probation mandate.

      Plus help a very real-life Nash. As long as he kept on living.
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      Black Pine Wellspring Center smelled like its chicken farm days hadn’t been too far off in the past. Unfortunate for a beautiful tract of land cut out of the forest near Black Pine Mountain’s peak. The main building had that gothic stone architecture popular more than a century ago with the turrets, heavy wood decor, and sweeping staircases. And the creepiness. I’m sure in its spa days, the rich carpetbaggers seeking to avoid the heat of a Southern summer thought it stately and comforting. Now it had the look of an old mental hospital favored on those ghost-hunting reality shows.

      The teens’ Bigfoot reports weren’t helping.

      While parking my dirt bike Lucky (because thus far, luck had kept me from dying in a hideous crash), I spotted several new buildings that looked modern and not-so-creepy. I hoped Dr. Trident would have an office in one of the smaller buildings.

      No such luck.

      Main building. East wing. Suite thirteen. It was like the gods of creepiness had conspired against him.

      I found the suite, expecting heavy drapes, oriental rugs, and The Haunting of Hill House wallpaper. Instead, it had white plaster walls, plantation shutters on the windows, and bamboo floors. Not unlike many of the California therapist offices I’d visited over the years.

      The bamboo floors soothed me. I’d been surrounded by pine and oak since my move to Georgia.

      Except for a desk, no furniture yet. Which, I guessed, was why I was there. Or at least one of the reasons. I knocked on the suite thirteen doorframe to alert the man sitting behind the desk.

      The knock echoed in the cavernous room, startling the doctor from his phone thumbing perusal. He jerked his head up, then adjusted his glasses and peered at me.

      “I’m Maizie Albright,” I said. “I’m your pro bono. And your community service volunteer. Happy to help. But I’m also in a hurry? My boss is in the hospital and I need to see him.”

      Dr. Trident rose from his desk and crossed the room to meet me. He looked older than me, though young to have his own office. He and Gladys had that in common. Unlike Gladys, he didn’t dress the part to signify age and wisdom. Instead, he rocked a dreadlock man bun and beard. He also wore the loose pants and mandarin-cut top I recognized as a martial arts uniform from my years starring in Kung Fu Kate.

      He patted my wrist while we shook hands, then gave me a short bow. Coming from California, I didn’t find it odd. Many of the psychologists I knew liked to give their patients an East-meets-West psyche mashup.

      “Excuse my attire, but I find it comfortable for moving day,” he said. “The Center has a brand-new gym. I did my meditative exercises before arriving. Do you do meditative exercises, Maizie?”

      “I like yoga breathing.” I wasn’t sure if that counted as exercise. But it sounded like something Dr. Trident would like to hear. I left off the part about my recent tendency to hyperventilate during yoga breathing which probably defeated the purpose. My ex-therapist, Renata, would call that a topic for the couch.

      “Excellent. We’ll work on that.”

      Which left me confused. Unless he guessed I hyperventilated.

      “I understand you’re a television star,” he said.

      “Not anymore. I started working in the industry when I was a toddler and had a lot of success in my teens. Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective was my big breakout role.” I shifted, not sure if I was supposed to delve into couch topics or if this was just a community service work introduction.

      “I work exclusively with celebrity clients. One could say it’s my calling.” He smiled, showing me a beautiful set of veneers. “I’m here now that the entertainment industry has set up in Black Pine.”

      “Yes, it’s kind of ironic for me. Since my probation sent me home to get away from the industry.”

      “Many industry professionals need help. Maybe you’ve heard of me?”

      To be polite, I gave him a faint smile instead of a head shake.

      “Selfie?” He held up his phone. “We can Instagram our first meeting. Hashtag-doctor-celeb-meet-and-greet.”

      Startled, I smiled up at the camera he’d already tilted above us. I wondered which meeting he’d post, community service or therapy. Neither did me any favors. Both smacked of all kinds of patient-doctor confidentiality issues.

      But at least he knew how to hold a camera to get the most flattering shot.

      
      Dr. Trident gave me a quick tour of the main building, then walked me to the parking lot. We stopped for “photo ops” along the way.

      “How long will this take?” I said.

      “According to your probation officer, you need a lot of hours. But don’t worry. I talked to the manager and he feels there’s a lot of work here to keep you busy. You’ll accumulate time in a jiffy.”

      I was pretty sure time accumulated whether one was doing community service or not. In fact, an accumulation of time was something I needed to acquire, not spend. Lamar waited for me at the hospital. And Roger Price’s mother waited for her debriefing. Which I wouldn’t mind putting off. At the police station last night, our conversation had an accusatory ring. Kind of screaming ring, too. Somehow, I had to convince her to pay for our services. My breath tightened, and a squeezing pain lit my chest. I stopped to yoga breathe and repeat my mantra.

      Dr. Trident halted his forward stride to glance over his shoulder. He rushed back. “Are you all right?”

      I held up a finger. Leaned over until the blood funneled back to my brain. Straightened. And gulped air. “Fine.”

      “Is it the children? Do you find them distressing?”

      “Why would I find children distressing? Wait, what?” I jerked my head up. Mara, Fred, and Laci loitered against a moving truck, watching me.

      I eased closer to Dr. Trident and lowered my voice. “What are they doing here?”

      “Same as you. Helping me move in. They’re just volunteers. Are they a trigger? Pedophobia?”

      “Peda-whatsit?”

      “Fear of children. It’s not uncommon. Shall we try some behavior therapy?”

      “My behavior’s fine. I’m more concerned with theirs. Hang on.” I strode forward and stopped before the three, accosting them with a fierce whisper. “What are you doing here?”

      “Helping you,” said Mara.

      “I don’t need this kind of help.”

      “Maizie,” said Dr. Trident. “Don’t waste our time.”

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      “You’ll have a chance to get to know each other in a moment. I have a meeting and I hate to remind you, but you were late.”

      I sighed and slid in line next to the reason I was late. Then scooted several steps to my left, leaving a gap between us.

      For someone in a hurry, Dr. Trident spent an inordinate amount of time explaining how to carry boxes and furniture. How to bend our knees. How to measure doorways. How to use an elevator.

      I found myself leaning against the truck with crossed arms, gazing into space. Trying not to think about Nash. Or roll my eyes at Dr. Trident’s excessive mansplaining. I glanced at the teens. And realized we all had the same posture and glazed eye syndrome.

      Old habits die hard.

      But they didn’t have homework to do? People their own age to stalk? Bigfoot to capture?

      Dr. Trident clapped his hands and our small group simultaneously straightened. “Can you repeat what I just said?”

      The kids and I mumbled something about elevators, safety, and knees.

      “Good,” he said. “Are we cool?”

      We stared at him. Then gave him an almost imperceptible nod that we understood his archaic slang.

      “Great. We’ll get ice cream when you’re done.”

      I felt my spirits rise.

      “And no worries, it’s gluten and dairy free.”

      And crash.

      As Dr. Trident strode into the building, I turned to the teens. “Seriously, why?”

      “Dr. Trident said you’re here for community service,” said Laci.

      “That does not answer my question.”

      “What’d you do?” said Mara.

      “Again. Why are you here?”

      “We want to get to know you,” said Fred.

      “Google me. I have work to do.”

      “We know,” said Laci. “You seem kind of busy, so we thought this would be a good way to⁠—”

      “We thought you were a detective,” said Mara. “But community service? Really?”

      I’ll admit, hits to my vanity still stung like nettles. Luckily, acting builds up a thick skin of wounded pride. “It’s a long story. It was in the news.”

      They wrinkled their noses.

      “It’s not that bad. Entertainment news mostly. Look for the Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective fan blogs if you want a gentler read.”

      They blinked at me.

      “Julia whatta?” said Laci. “Is that someone for your references? Wikihow said we should ask for references.”

      “You don’t know Julia Pinkerton? What about Kung Fu Kate?”

      Nothing.

      I wasn’t going to go through my list of TV movies. Julia Pinkerton wasn’t on that long ago. How could they not know Julia Pinkerton? It’d won Teen Choice awards and was nominated for an Emmy. “What about All is Albright?”

      Laci snickered.

      Of course, they’d seen Vicki’s reality show. “If you’ve seen All is Albright, you know why I’m here.” They shook their heads and I tried to hold back the surprise from my voice. “Really? I’m Maizie Albright.”

      They shrugged.

      “I was an actress. Until I was on the reality show, All is Albright. Although that’s also acting.”

      “Have you done anything lately?” said Mara. “Like on Netflix? Prime? Hulu?”

      After my head shake, she shrugged. “Sorry. We mostly watch YouTube. I’ve heard of All is Albright but I’ve only seen a few clips. Pretty funny.”

      It was a reality show, not a comedy. But I supposed one could argue, that sort of reality show was one and the same.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Now I’m a private investigator. But maybe that didn’t make the YouTube clip. Well, I’m training to be a private investigator. It takes two years of apprenticeship in Georgia to get a license.”

      “That means you don’t have references.” Mara pulled a folded paper from
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