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  About the Boxset

Robinson Family Detective Agency - 6 Book Collection



Book 1: Red Herrings & Pink Flamingos
Becky Robinson receives an invitation to the reading of her Uncle Al's last will and testament. the problem? She doesn't have an Uncle Al and she's never met the deceased.
Book 2: McGuffins & Birdies
To bust a case of corporate espionage, Becky and her best friend Lois go undercover as guides at a glamping resort.
Book 3: A Hoax & a Hex
The agency's latest client is on trial for murder but insists he's innocent. His alibi? He was hypnotized into committing the crime.
Book 4: A Patsy & a Pastry
Becky and Lois travel to the idyllic coastal town of Candlelight Cove to help a bookstore owner who's convinced her ex-husband is trying to murder her.
Book 5: A Trick & a Pony
When a world-famous trick riding horse is stolen, Becky goes undercover with the team to uncover whodunit. 
Book 6: A Masterpiece & a Murder
Over the past five years, the Sunlight Swindler has stolen priceless paintings in broad daylight without a trace. And now he’s escalating to murder. Becky and the gang must stop him before he disappears into the starry night.
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  1
A Death in the Family


It might come as a shocking revelation but the life of an actress in Hollywood wasn’t all glitz and glamour. I spent many of my days dealing with rejection, depression, and murder. No, people weren’t killing each other for a role… most people weren’t… I wasn’t. To make ends meet, I took jobs as a detective. They didn’t pay well but I quite fancied solving crimes. 
Over the last few months, I gained a reputation for closing cases, so it didn’t surprise me when opportunities came knocking or murder showed up at my doorstep. What started as a relaxing day off became a defining moment in my life.
I curled underneath my fuzzy blanket and stretched for the remote. A lazy day in front of the TV was the perfect remedy after a crazy family vacation.
I only half-watched the show as I scrolled through my email. Endless advertisements for my favorite fast-food restaurants and streaming services crowded my inbox. For a struggling actress, I sure spent a lot on nonessentials. I navigated to the end and started over. But no matter how many times I refreshed, I didn’t spot the message I wanted.
My best friend and roommate, Lois Vo, snuck up behind me. “Still no contact from Justin?”
“I’m waiting to hear from my agent. Not him.”
“Uh-huh, sure.”
Since a mistletoe incident at Christmas, things between me and the Hollywood Hunk turned awkward. Now that he filmed on location in Canada, I didn’t expect anything to resolve. But I never asked for radio silence.
“It’s true. I’m waiting for word on several commercial auditions.”
“Pause the show while I make a sandwich. Do you want anything?”
“No thanks.” I closed my inbox and switched tactics to social media. I scrolled through photos until I spotted a press release from Justin and his on-screen girlfriend in their old west costumes. The comments fawned over Ashton Ashley, increasing my annoyance.
I placed my phone on the couch and slipped it underneath my pillow. “We need a distraction.”
Lorelai, my Jack Russell Terrier curled up on my lap with her doggy bone. She released a tiny bark and plopped on the blanket. With a rapid digging motion, she hid the treat from our new cat.
“I doubt Kitka has any interest in your chewy.”
One of Lorelai’s ears perked like a question mark and she decided to hide it, just in case. The doorbell rang, sending my puppy into a frenzy. Kitka followed her to the entryway, curious about the commotion.
I tucked Lorelai underneath my arm and scrambled after Kitka. “Hey, stop I need to answer to door. Maybe it’s your treats from Amazon.”
Abandoning the career in animal wrangling, I slipped outside. Instead of the deliveryman who knew us by name, I came face to face with a humorless man in a suit. For some reason, I felt the need to apologize. “Sorry for the wait. Pets, what are you going to do?”
“Are you Becky Robinson?”
I shut my eyes to the morning sun. “Yes?”
“Are you unsure about your identity?”
“No?”
He sighed and handed me a manila envelope. “This is for you.”
I spun the document. “What’s this about?” But my question came too late. The suit raced downstairs and fled the apartment complex.
I closed the door and twisted my face. My expression resembled my dog when she didn’t understand a phrase. Tilted head and raised eyebrows. Well, the doggy equivalent.
Lois stepped into the living room with a sandwich in her hand. “Who is he? He ran out of here like someone serving divorce papers.”
I tore into the envelope. “Never been married as far as I know.”
“Are you sure? I didn’t think they let you into Hollywood without a few failed marriages on the resume.” Lois offered half her grilled ham and cheese.
I frowned at the official law firm letterhead. “You might be onto something.”
“Seriously?”
I balanced the grilled cheese in one hand and wiggled the papers out with the other. “I think I’m being served.”
“For what?” Lois’ eyes widened. “Is it related to one of our past cases? A disgruntled killer? Am I named as co-defendant?”
I forced my eyes to focus and read the legal dribble instead of jumping to crazy conclusions. “Oh no. My uncle Albert died.”
Lois choked on her sandwich. “Becky, I’m so sorry. I don’t recall you mentioning Uncle Albert.”
I scanned the document inviting me to the reading of Albert’s last will and testament. “I don’t remember much about him. He’s my mom’s great uncle or something. I never heard he moved to Burbank.”
“Why invite you?”
“I better call my mother.” As a lawyer, she excelled at deciphering legal code.
Lois nodded. “I’ll give you a minute. Tell me if I can help in any way.”
“Thanks.” I dug underneath the pillow for my phone and hovered on my mother’s picture. After the family vacation, I wasn’t ready for another interaction. I put our differences aside and dialed. “Hey, mom. Did you read the letter about Uncle Albert?”
“Hold on a minute Bobby, it’s my daughter.” She bustled somewhere and closed a door. “No, honey. What letter?”
“For the reading of his will this afternoon in Burbank. He invited me.” Silence followed. Did no one break the news to her? “Mom?”
“Hon, start at the beginning. Because your uncle is alive and well in Houston.”
“Not according to his lawyer.” I twisted for the handwritten note attached to the official documents. “Albert Robinson requests my presence at the reading of his will.”
“First off, his name is Uncle Elbert with an E.” My mother exhaled. “Second, he’s from my side of the family so he wouldn’t share my married name.”
“Oh.” I stared at the document. “So, who the heck is this guy and why is he contacting me? Is he a relative of Dad?”
“Alright Bobby, I’m coming.” She sighed. “Hon, my deposition is resuming. Can we talk about this later? Obviously, it’s a mistake of some sort.”
“Sure.” I hung up the phone and locked eyes with my puppy. “She’ll call me back.” A rattling in the kitchen drew my attention. “You can quit pretending you weren’t listening.”
Lois hurried into the living room and dropped in the recliner. “I Googled the man and found an obit.” She spun her iPhone. “Albert Robinson – an investor and a part-owner of a minor league baseball team.”
My eyes darted across the article. “Why is he contacting me?”
Lois stroked the head of her kitten, who purred in response. “Hopefully to leave you a pile of cash and a piece of the River Cats.”
“We both know I’m not that lucky.”
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Agent to the Stars


Depictions of the L.A. showed perfect weather all the time but as I closed in on my first full year, I busted the myth. Springtime meant unpredictable, fluctuating temperatures – winter one day, summer the next. Locals referred to the shifts as cold snaps or warming Santa Ana winds. Or at least the weatherman on channel four did. 
As I gazed into my coat closet, I contemplated my wardrobe choice. The morning started chilly but who knew how long it would last.
I snagged my jean jacket and flew out the door before I changed my mind. Since the man in a suit delivered the letter, I struggled to make even a simple decision. My thoughts warred between curiosity and doing the right thing. I couldn’t show up to the reading of Albert’s will and mingle with grieving family members. Not when they invited me by mistake. But not going could be a bigger slight, especially considering I couldn’t find a phone number amongst the legal drivel.
I slid into my car and checked the clock on the dash. My nerves made me way too early for the appointment. After locating the office, I could drive around or window shop to kill time. Or chicken out.
As I idled with my car in reverse, my phone rang and an unknown number flashed on the screen. With any luck, Albert’s people realized their mistake and phoned to uninvite me. “Hello?”
“Is this Rebecca Robinson?” a woman asked.
“Yes, she is. I mean, I’m me. That’s me.”
“Excellent. I thought I mixed up my dates when you didn’t show. Are you on your way?”
“I’m leaving now but I’m glad you called because I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”
“Interesting, how so?”
“I never met Albert Robinson and I’m not his niece so I can’t imagine why he left me anything in his will. Since moving here, people constantly get my name wrong. Everything from Robins to Roberson so I’m wondering if that’s what happened. Or maybe you let your fingers do the walking and found me in the Yellow Pages. Which would be quite odd since I’m not in the phone book. I’m babbling sorry.”
“This is a play?” The woman cleared her throat. “Are you running lines?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m already impressed by your acting chops, no need to convince me.”
I extended the phone to check the number. If someone pranked me, it wasn’t amusing. “I’m confused.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Ms. Foster, how did you find me?”
“Who is Ms. Foster?”
When would I wake up from this strange dream? “You aren’t the lawyer for Albert’s estate?”
“I’m Myra Blackstone, your agent.”
“What?”
“Well not officially, of course, until we sign the papers. A friend of yours gave me your name a while back. I wasn’t accepting new clients at the time but I am now.”
“What friend?”
“Justin Woods. He’s represented by an old friend of mine.” She sighed. “But it sounds like now is a bad time. Should we reschedule?”
I never even knew we had an appointment. But when opportunity knocked, only a fool slammed the door. Landing an agent was next to impossible… I should rephrase. Landing an agent more interested in getting you roles than conning you out of money was next to impossible.
The scam artists milked you for thousands before your first audition – acting classes, headshots, dance lessons, and makeovers. And they conveniently forget to mention that they receive a cut of referrals.
But Myra Blackstone was different. Or at least I hoped so. If Justin gave her my name, that meant she came with added credibility.
Excitement bubbled in my stomach and my mind drifted from nailing an audition to my Emmy speech. I shook the daydream and returned to reality. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t skip out on the will reading without explanation. “Will we be done by three?”
“Sure thing. I’ll see you soon.”
“Um, Miss Blackstone? Where is your office?”

      [image: image-placeholder]My sneakers plodded against the boardwalk as I squinted through the high afternoon sunshine. An office at Venice Beach spoke highly of Myra Blackstone’s success. The rent alone put her in elite territory.
An old-school boombox thumped as street performers bogeyed to the beat. A woman selling handmade jewelry grabbed my arm. “These sapphire earrings would look lovely on you. Match your eyes.”
 “My eyes are hazel.” Her sales pitch needed work or at the least customization.
A rollerblader weaved through the crowd, drawing death glares from the muscle head he nearly ran into.
No matter how many times I walked the boardwalk, the sights amazed me. The strange mix of locals, tourists, exercise freaks, and trinkets made for an odd atmosphere. The crowds and the noise gave me a headache and yet the energy put a pep in my step.
I stared at the text message and tilted my head. Surely, I had the wrong place. My agent’s office couldn’t be a temporary building on wheels. A retrofitted food truck?
I knocked on the door and a tall, thin blonde woman answered the door. “Come in and take a seat.” She motioned to a purple couch squeezed in the corner.
“Interesting area for an office. I’d never get anything done with all the distractions outside.”
“Oh, that.” She waved. “I’m only here a few times a week. The benefit of staying mobile.”
My Spidey sense tingled. If she combed the boardwalk for clients, she might not be as reputable as I thought. Then again, some of the best actors were discovered while walking their dogs.
“I’m sorry for my tardiness but I didn’t know about our meeting.”
“Entirely my fault. My secretary mixed up numbers and names. No harm though because you are here now.” She unbuttoned her gray suit jacket as she sat in her rolling chair. The black turtleneck elongated her frame and I imagined her as the voice of a cute cartoon giraffe.
I crossed my legs, carefully so as not to kick the desk wedged in front of me. “I’m anxious to hear your plans.”
“Did you bring your headshot?”
“I must admit, my work is rather sparse.” I slid the picture across her desktop and she flipped to the resume information on the back.
“Quite impressive though without representation.” She snagged red glasses with gigantic square frames. “Are you open to working in theater as well as television and movies?”
“I figured I would start with commercials.”
“Perhaps but I like to aim higher.”
“Theater is an option.” I participated in several plays at Texas A&M but usually as an unnamed character or an understudy.
“You don’t list anything here about singing or dancing.”
“My two left feet hinder my ability to carry a tune in a bucket.” I hesitated as the analogy fell flat. “I can’t do either.”
“Ah, well that limits us some.” She chewed her fingernail. “What type of roles are you interested in?”
The type that came with a paycheck. “I’m pretty open, I guess. I like comedies and mysteries. Long-term planning though… I’m a huge TV fan so I would love to star in my own show someday.”
“Always dream big.” She winked.
“Do you recommend anything specific?”
She flipped over my headshot. “You photograph well. You’re cute.”
“Thank you.”
“But not gorgeous. Like a girl next door, so you’re better suited to roles as a best friend or sidekick rather than a romantic lead.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Your hair is different colors.” She motioned between me and the photo. “Which one do you plan to stick to? Because the roles you can land are different depending on if you’re light or dark brown.”
“I don’t dye my hair it’s this weird kind of chameleon thing where it changes colors depending on the season. It is lighter in the summer sun and darker in the winter.”
“That happens to many actresses out here. The ocean magically bleaches their hair but leaves the roots untouched.”
I considered arguing my point further but I didn’t want to split hairs. I crossed my arms and waited for the next backhanded compliment.
“The good news is I’m sure I can find steady work for you, Becky.”
“Awesome.”
“Casting directors aren’t near as picky about things as they used to be. You’re lucky you started in an era where a crooked chin dimple is charming instead of a shadow nightmare for the lighting department. Cleft chin is fine but the disappearing and reappearing when you smile kind like yours is a tougher sell.”
I rubbed my chin, suddenly hyper-aware of the moon crater. “Okay.”
“Please don’t take offense to these things I’m telling you. I started in this business twenty years ago and I developed a thick skin. If you want to continue you should learn to endure the nitpicking. I might seem cruel to you but this is nothing compared to what you’ll hear in a casting call.”
What a confidence boost. “I understand.”
Myra twisted her head, jarring the dangling earrings. “We should also work on your personality. Your lively flower disappeared into a shell and that won’t do for an audition. You’ll be a quick no.”
I cleared my throat and checked my wristwatch. “Well, this has been fun but my other appointment…”
“Oh, hold on a second. This might be the commercial audition.” She lunged for her phone.
“Which commercial?”
“Never mind.” She turned her screen over as a picture of ‘Ex 3’ flashed. “My lazy ex-husband calling for a handout. Ever been married?”
“No.”
“I don’t recommend it. I’ve been married and divorced four times. Two and four are the same man so I never know if he should count twice. It sure cost my bank account twice.”
Four failed marriages? The woman was barely forty and she already beat Ross Geller’s record.
She organized the documents on her desk. “Never marry a flighty actor.”
“Um, what commercial audition are you waiting to hear about?”
“I’m trying to get you on a shortlist of applicants for a regional fast-food ad. Nothing major but it is a resume builder.”
“Sounds perfect.”
Just when I considered running from the food truck and never looking back, Myra dangled a shiny opportunity in front of my face. How could I resist?
“I’ll need you to look over these papers and sign them to make our relationship official. Then we can start booking auditions.”
By the time I finished with my new agent, I was officially running late for the reading of my fake Uncle Albert’s will. As I sped through a yellow light, I pictured myself arriving tardy and uninvited.
Some days boosted your confidence. This was not one of those days.
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Heir to the Throne


I checked the address a second time before entering the office. Painted in a stencil across the foggy glass door was  Trisha Foster, Attorney at Law.
Definitely the right place. An internal battle waged as I regretted my decision. With a deep breath, I reached for the door. My stomach sank and I pivoted to the hall. I couldn’t crash the reading of the will. Invited or not, I never met the man.
“In or out, darling?” A white-haired woman pointed her cane at the door. “You’re making me dizzy.”
“Are you Trisha Foster?” I asked.
The woman laughed. “Heaven’s no. Everybody calls me Granny. Are you here for dear Albert?”
“Um, yes ma’am.”
She looped her arm through mine. “Come now. No reason to be skittish.” She dragged me into the law office. We brushed by reception and waltzed straight into the conference room.
A man in a tailored suit and wingtips paced by the window. “The attorney is late. I espect nothing less.” He spoke with a Cuban accent.
“I don’t mind. I brought my crocheting along.” Granny dropped her oversized purse and produced a roll of yarn. “I make hand towels for the kitchen. Would you like to see?”
“Sure.”
“This is the one I’m currently working on for my neighbor. She decorates in chickens and roosters, Lord knows why.” She dragged the half-finished product from her bag. “But I make what my customers like.”
I stroked the soft cotton. She transformed a cheap hand towel into an intricate conversation piece. “Lovely. How do you make these?”
“I purchase cheapo patterns at the Dollar General and I cut them in half. At the top I crochet the… well I call it a hat because it looks like a little nightcap. It allows you to hang the towels off a cabinet or your stove. About a month ago, I started selling them to ladies at the church. They’re taking off like hotcakes.”
“Beautiful. I can see why.” Though tempted to buy one on the spot, my current budget didn’t allow for expenditures. And we devoted little effort to decorating the apartment.
The Cuban film-noir man smoothed a hand over his jelled raven hair. “They’re worse than doctors with a waiting room. No concern for someone else’s busy schedule.”
“Who doesn’t hate lawyers?” Granny asked. “Am I right?”
All eyes turned to me and I decided not to mention being the daughter of evil. “They are the worst.” I checked the time on my Apple Watch. “Trisha is only a few minutes late and traffic from downtown is ridiculous.”
“Well, I can’t wait any longer. My clients expect me to keep appointments.” The man clutched his fedora and headed for the door.
“Excuse me.” A new man squeezed by on his way into the conference room and squished the fedora. “Oh, I am sorry about that.”
The Cuban punched the hat back into place. “Don’t tell me, you are the lawyer?”
“P… Trisha? No, my name is Stephen.” His beady eyes scanned the room. He tugged at the neck of his dress shirt, buttoned to the top. The pattern and color made him look as if he wore graph paper. “I think the lawyer is a w… woman.”
The Cuban bounced on the toes of expensive Oxford loafers. “Well, where is this fella? I got better things to do than wait all day.”
Stephen leaned toward me. “Is this the will reading?”
“No, this is the meeting for the church picnic, he’s our rally leader.” The blank stare caused me to reevaluate my joke. “Yes, you’re in the right place.”
“Oh, thank goodness.”
I found it odd none of the people in the room acknowledged each other. Obviously not a close-knit family. Unless they were associates of Uncle Albert instead of kin.
A skinny woman bustled into the office, hauling a gigantic cardboard box. “Sorry, I’m late. Traffic is a nightmare.”
Stephen danced forward and backward. “Need help?” He bumped into a plastic chair. “Oh, no. You got it.” He spoke the words so quietly, that I doubted she heard him.
“I’m Trisha Foster and the sign claims I’m an attorney at law. Still weird to say because I passed the bar like three months ago.” Her brown eyes bugged. “Any who.”
“Can we speed this up? I’m due in meetings all afternoon,” the Cuban said.
“Yeah, yeah. Sure.” Trisha fingered the people in the room. “We seem to be missing one person. Why don’t I take roll to confirm who’s present?”
The Cuban poured coffee into a Styrofoam cup. “Ricardo Robinson.”
“Okay.” She made a check mark on her list. “Both the ladies are here, Granny Robinson and Rebecca Robinson.”
My brow twitched at the repeated surnames. Was I wrong about the family assessment?
“Excellent.” Trisha completed dual checks. “Are you Jessy or Stephen Robinson?”
“The latter.” He blew on his glasses and cleaned the lenses with the tail of his shirt.
“How about we get movin’ then?” Ricardo motioned everyone to the table.
“Honeybunch, why don’t you calm down and let the young lawyer lady run this meeting as she sees fit?” Granny tucked her crochet paraphernalia into her tote.
“Thank you.” Trisha tightened her ponytail and stared at the items laid in front of her. “We should wait for Mr. Jessy before we begin.”
“Aye yai yai. I’m never getting out of here.” Ricardo removed a comb from his pocket and fixed his already perfect hair.
“Are you a stockbroker or something?” Stephen asked.
“Or a time traveler,” I mumbled.
“Well, I guess I can start by reading the message Mr. Robinson left in his will.” Trisha unfolded a sheet of paper. “Though I raised no children… sorry, I forgot to say, I’m starting the letter now. So, this is what Mr. Robinson, Albert, Mr. Robinson wants you to learn.”
The conference room busted open and a young man in a leather jacket strolled inside. “Hope I’m not too late to claim what the old geezer left me.”
“We are just beginning,” the lawyer said. She cleared her throat and fluffed the letter. “Though I raised no children, I consider the five of you my closest family. To you, I’m bequeathing my prized possessions.”
I crossed my fingers for the minor league baseball team.
“Sweet.” Jessy propped his boots on the table.
 “That’s all he wrote. Short and to the point in death as he was in life.” Trisha grinned. “On behalf of Mr. Robinson, I want to express how much he cherished each one of you. You truly represented a special friendship, especially toward the end of his life.”
My shoulders quivered and the guilt ate through my stomach like acid. I shouldn’t be here. Before I drove to the office, I Googled pictures of the man, confirming we never met. Uncle Albert sent a letter to the wrong Becky. I gripped the chair, prepared to leave when the squeak drew everyone’s attention. I shifted in my seat and crossed my legs. “Anyone carrying some WD40?”
“What’s in the box?” Ricardo asked.
“He wanted to be as fair as possible, so Mr. Robinson left you each an item of equal value. He gave the choice careful consideration to match your personality.” Trisha yanked on the cardboard box. “Ooh, they sealed this tight. Does anyone…”
Jessy twirled a pocketknife like a character from The Outsiders. “Here you go.”
“Why thank you.” Trisha sliced across the tape. She reached into the box and consulted her notes. “First up is Stephen.”
He strode around the table and approached for his inheritance. His head titled as Trisha handed him the mystery object. He twisted to show the audience. “A ceramic pink flamingo. Cool.”
“He’s holding a calculator,” Trisha added. “Representative of your time as a mathlete.”
“Any clue what a mathlete is?” Jessy stretched across the table and waved at me. “Something super nerdy?”
“Kids who compete in mathematic competitions in school, or so I’m told.”
Stephen gripped the three-foot-tall lawn flamingo over his head like the Stanley Cup. “Check out the resemblance between his skinny legs and mine.”
We mumbled our unsure response. What did one say when gifted a cheap lawn ornament?
“Next is Ricardo.” Trisha displayed another flamingo.
He smoothed a hand over his tie. “He’s wearing a sombrero.”
“Cute right?” Trisha bopped her finger on the hat. “Olé.”
I lifted my chin as I tried to look inside the container.
Trisha shook her finger. “No peeking.” She dug into the box and pulled out, you guessed it, another flamingo. The third one resembled the Mother Goose cartoon. “Granny if you will…”
“Once I’m parked in a chair it takes a force of nature to get me up again, Dolly.”
Trisha chuckled. “I’ll come to you.”
“How precious. I adore the little reading glasses.” She displayed the pair hanging from around her neck. “We’re twinkies.”
“I sense a matching hand towel in your future.”
Granny swatted at me. “What a marvelous idea. I love it.”
Trisha clicked her tongue. “Rebecca, you receive the Hawaiian flamingo.”
Equipped with a lei, grass skirt, and everything. I navigated the round conference table to accept my strange gift. I struggled with the weight of the ceramic decoration. “Heavier than she looks.”
“They are quite well-made.” Trisha scanned her list and reached inside the box. “Leaving Cool Guy Jessy for last.” She rotated the final prize, a sunglass-wearing-chillaxing flamingo.
Jessy stroked his clean-shaven face. “Wow, just what I always wanted. This puppy is gonna brighten up the trailer park. I hope no one tries to steal it.”
“Perhaps you might keep it indoors if you live in a rough neighborhood.” Trisha folded the cardboard box. “That concludes our conference. Enjoy your weekend. And on your drive home today, please give a good thought to Albert. May he rest in peace.”
Granny collected her bag and the flamingo poked over the straps. “A pleasure meeting you, Becky. Maybe I can explore the family history and discover how we are kin. My kids set me up with an email messenger account.”
I scribbled my address on a gum wrapper. “I look forward to hearing from you.”
“Splendid. You can tell your friends about my hand towels.”
She hiked the bag on her shoulder and almost lost Mother Goose Flamingo. “Why don’t I help you to your car?”
“Thank you, dear.” She patted my hand.
An awkward elevator ride later, the five Robinsons spilled into the parking lot to go our separate ways. Ricardo tucked the flamingo under his arm like a football and raced across the blacktop. He sped away in a vintage automobile.
Granny followed my gaze. “A 1955 Pontiac Star Chief. Quite a car, he must be in finance.”
Or a time traveler.
“Nice talking to you, Granny.” I helped her into a ten-year-old van and almost fumbled my flamingo in the process.
“You are very sweet, my dear. Your folks raised you right helping an old woman.”
“Any time.”
She honked goodbye as she backed out of the parking spot and navigated over a curb. I adjusted my grip and strode to the back of the lot where I found a few feet of shade.
Stephen waved from the bus stop and his flamingo sat next to him on the bench like an old pal.
What a strange day.
As I searched for my keys, I stared into the black ceramic eyes of my inheritance, almost in a trance.
“Hideous is the word you’re looking for.”
I twirled into Jessy. “What?”
“Don’t pretend like those other losers. Coming here turned out to be a total waste of time.” He spun the chillaxing flamingo. “Drove all the way to Burbank and all I got is a crummy lawn ornament.”
“It isn’t so bad.”
He stroked a hand through spikey hair. “I think the thing is possessed and Albert wants to make sure we’re haunted for all eternity.”
“Yours is cool with the Elvis sunshades.”
“Want to trade? Better yet, you can take them both.”
I waved off the offer and drifted back into my car. “No, Albert chose the gifts with care and assigned them based on our personality.”
Jessy narrowed his gaze. “You don’t have the faintest idea who Albert is either, do you?”
“Well, I’m not so…” I hesitated as his words sunk in. “Either? You aren’t a relative?”
“No, I thought the suit delivered the summons to the wrong guy.” He spread his arms. “When I arrived, I realized all you weirdos shared the name Robinson. It’s freaky. I kept waiting for Peter Funt to pop out and yell, ’Smile You’re on the Candid Camera television show.′ That would make some sense.”
“The thought crossed my mind.”
“No way these things are legit.” He tossed his flamingo high into the blue sky and cushioned the bird in his arms.
“You’re going to break it into a million pieces.”
“Preferable to bringing the evil juju home.”
My detective sense tingled as my imagination chugged along like a runaway train. “Do you think something else is going on here? A scam?”
“No clue but this whole thing is Whackyville.” He spun on his boot. “Catch you around, Robinson.”
I sank into my aging sports car and waited for the engine to heat up. While Zelda coughed and sputtered, I again Googled the elusive Albert Robinson. Nowhere did it list his survivors or cause of death. An anecdotal line in the obit claimed he died in his sleep.
An idea sparked. I had the perfect in with the Los Angeles County Coroner. I scrolled through my contacts and dialed the number.
“Detective. Long time no call.”
“Hi Dr. Eklund, can I bug you a moment?”
“Sure. I’m not busy. Just scrolling through Amazon for a gift for the wife.”
The man lived in the doghouse. “What did you do this time?”
“Nothing. A preemptive strike for next time. I’m on a streak and I’m certain it won’t last much longer.”
“I need a favor, Doc.”
“Name it.”
“Albert Robinson died last week in Burbank. Can you pull the autopsy report?”
“Assuming there is one, sure.”
“In what cases would they skip the autopsy?” I asked.
“Well, if the person died of natural causes or a clear medical condition, we don’t order one. Only if there is an expectation of foul play or an unknown cause.”
Why didn’t they ever mention that tidbit on my favorite medical shows? “Either way, can you research his death and let me know what you find?”
“Can do. Is this for a case?”
“I’m not too sure yet.”
Throughout the drive home I found myself distracted by the flamingo, the reading of the will, and everything in between. None of it made sense. I stopped by 7-11 and purchased a cold Dr Pepper. The caffeine kept my mind alert and spinning.
When I arrived at the apartment complex, I was no closer to an explanation. I snagged my purse, drink, and my inheritance and navigated the uneven steps. I reached the landing and fumbled for my keys.
The hula flamingo slipped from my grasp and bounced on the concrete. It tumbled head to foot down the stairs. I chased after it a moment behind.
Momentum froze at the last step and the ceramic creature rolled to the edge. My heel slid on the stair and I caught myself before mimicking the plunge. I bent over for the slippery sucker, and it tumbled again. It hit the pavement and shattered.
I slapped my forehead. “Bouncing down a million steps, you’re fine. But a two-foot drop to the concrete kills you?”
Lois poked her head over the balcony. “I hope that thing isn’t your priceless inheritance.”
I knelt to collect the pieces and a crumpled slip of paper caught my eye. Scrawled in messy handwriting was a single, bone-chilling phrase.
I’ve been murdered.
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Murder He Wrote


The television flickered to a commercial as an overplayed ad popped on the screen. I couldn’t hit the mute button on my remote fast enough. If asked to rate my irritation level while watching the commercial, I would rank it somewhere between sitting in a squeaky desk chair and listening to someone whistle. People assumed that with time one might grow accustomed to the noise and choose to tune it out. But instead, repeated exposure caused a Pavlovian reaction and made me almost homicidal. 
And yet I would kill to star in the ridiculous spot… metaphorically.
“Any theories?” Lois asked.
I flipped over the odd scrap of paper for the hundredth time. No additional clues magically appeared with the accusation. “How strange.”
Lois curled underneath a blanket on the couch and Kitka cuddled beside her. “Perhaps we’re looking at the situation all wrong. What if the note is from the flamingo rather than this Albert guy?”
“If you bust the lawn ornament, it complains about being murdered? Kind of an odd quirk.” My occupation as a Nancy Drew impersonator left me predisposed to think otherwise. “I’m leaning toward the message coming from Albert beyond the grave.”
“What if this is why he invited you?” Lois tossed silky black hair over her shoulder. “Honestly, it is a cool way to go out.”
“Did you say creepy? Yeah, I agree.”
“Tell me about the other people at the reading. You mentioned a few others received flamingos?”
“By a few I meant everyone. Five heirs and five lawn ornaments.”
“Do you think any of the other ones contained the murder note?”
“Excellent question.” I bit the edge of my lip. “Between the fool’s gold case and the Christmas caper, I’m not a total nobody. Maybe Albert didn’t make a mistake naming me as an heir.”
“And intended to hire a detective?” Lois jingled a shiny cat bell. “One possibility. Was anyone else confused by the gift?”
I described my encounter with Jessy. “He’s not related to Albert either. Which makes a strange circumstance stranger.”
“So he says.” Lois untangled from the blanket to grab a snack. “Can you contact him?”
“Not like we exchanged information for the next family reunion.” I snapped. “But I gave my email address to Granny.”
Lois’ forehead creased. “Whose grandmother is she?”
“Not sure. Just what the lady went by.”
“Quite the hot lead. You’re at her mercy and she might never message you.”
Lorelai hopped on the recliner and lunged at my face. When I made a move to snag her collar, she jumped sideways to the floor and tugged on her leash by the front door. “I think she’s trying to tell me something but I can’t decipher the subtle clues.”
She barked a response.
“What could she want?” Lois laughed as she prepared her oddball cat to go outside.
“Do you want to go for a walk?” Lorelai pounded into the door and zoomed across the living room. As I wrangled her into her harness, I considered a plan to contact the other Robinsons. One that didn’t involve admitting the truth to the others. “In this day and age, it can’t be difficult to find people.”
“Maybe not for someone with skills and resources but what’s your plan.”
I glared at my supposed best friend. “I’ll stalk Jessy on Facebook, and hopefully, he can give the lowdown on the Elvis flamingo.”
“As long as this Elvis doesn’t turn up dead like the one on the cruise.”
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Presumptions and Exhumations


My iPhone vibrated off the nightstand and crashed to the floor. The ER theme song revealed the caller’s identity before I spotted his name or picture. 
With one eye open, I stretched to beat my voicemail. I slid to answer in the nick of time. My froggy morning voice croaked. “Hi, Dr. Eklund.”
“Detective, I figured I should phone you first thing. I dug into the death of Albert Robinson and I discovered issues.”
I sat up in bed, suddenly awake. “Like what?”
“The M.E. of record noted some anomalies but failed to follow up. I’m unimpressed with his sloppy work. Despite the oddities, he ruled natural causes.”
“Do you suspect foul play?”
“I can’t say from looking at the report. I need to examine the body to be certain. But this guy didn’t run toxicology or do anything more than note the pigmentation of his skin.”
My head tilted. “You’re thinking poisoning?”
“I said nothing of the sort.”
“You didn’t need to. I read enough Agatha Christie books to make the leap.” I twisted my mouth. “Can you exhume the body?”
Eklund released a dramatic sigh. “I’d rather not. You can’t imagine the political nightmare.”
“You’re the chief. Why worry about stepping on someone else’s toes when their work is sloppy?”
“It isn’t as easy as snapping my fingers. I must follow standard procedure and exhumation comes with miles of red tape.”
I stared at the ceiling and considered how I might change his mind. “I trust your judgment, Dr. Eklund and if you aren’t concerned enough to pursue the oddities, I’ll drop my inquiry. But if you have any doubts, consider a potential killer is roaming free.”
“Fine, fine. You sure know how to reel a guy in and pile on extra work.”
“Thanks, Doc.”
“I’ll be in touch with updates.”
In the meantime, I planned to dig deeper into Albert’s life and go beyond what I learned from a quick Google search. But mostly, I wanted to discover his connection to the weirdos in his will.
As I tossed my comforter over rumpled sheets, I debated my approach. Before I went too far down the rabbit hole, I needed to see where Lois stood. Like the Ethel to my Lucy, she often dragged her feet when I hatched a scheme. But she always came around.
I wandered into the kitchen, searching for my roommate. The front door swung open, and Lorelai flew to the couch, not waiting to remove her leash. Kitka raced behind her, chasing the rambunctious terrier.
“I can’t believe that cat goes on walks with you two.”
“I’m an excellent trainer.”
“Did you check her for any stolen loot before you returned?”
“Ha, ha. She’s a reformed kleptomaniac.” Lois tilted her head. “We went for a long walk. Didn’t we girls?” For her, the phrase meant past the car porch.
“Hope you aren’t too tuckered out.”
She stretched for the water bottle out of reach on the coffee table. “Why? What are you up to?”
“Nothing. I wondered if you might want to join me on a field trip?”
Her gaze narrowed. “When you say field trip, you almost always mean breaking and entering.”
Not true. Was it?
My mouth curled. “You aren’t wrong.”
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Home Sweet Home


From the passenger seat of our twenty-something-year-old sports car, I squinted at the digital map and the real-life counterpart. I zoomed in closer for a street view to check the address. “I think this is the place.” 
Lois frowned at the dilapidated two-story cottage. “For a part-owner of a baseball organization, I expected a nicer house.”
“And I expected a better inheritance.”
“Perhaps all his assets are tied up in the team and a plastic flamingo factory, leaving little time for yardwork.”
“Looks can be deceiving.” I shrugged. “This is a prime fixer-upper candidate.”
“I smell a side business. Remodeling houses and flipping them for a massive profit.”
“We know squat about home repair.”
“We could learn. You watch Texas Flip and Move all the time.”
I navigated the uneven walkway and squeezed around the overgrown garden. “I also watch Wings, but it doesn’t make me a pilot.”
“Point taken.” Lois swatted at an attacking vine. “But our struggling actor/director bit is growing stale. Wouldn’t it be nice to enjoy a steady income?”
“And your suggestion is investing in the housing market, or better yet, dilapidated homes.”
“One option. Don’t go all snobby.”
I approached the chipped wooden door and studied the lock. “Wow, no deadbolt. I’ll gain access in less than thirty seconds.” I put my expert skills to the test and didn’t disappoint.
“You might as well not bother with a lock like this.”
The pin clicked and I twisted the knob. “Watch out for any boobytraps worthy of Indiana Jones.”
Lois snuck inside the foyer and released her pinched nose. “Cleaner than I imagined based on the outside.”
“And not a flamingo in sight.”
“What are we looking for?”
“Eklund mentioned poisoning.”
Lois shivered. “Comforting thought.”
“He died in his sleep, so we should check his bedroom.”
She waved her hands. “No thank you.”
“Fine, stay out here alone.” I waltzed down the hallway and poked my head inside a home office. I continued to the next room. The master featured gigantic oak furniture – a four-poster bed, dresser, and armoire.
A quilt rumpled over the mattress and the shag carpet showed tracks from a gurney. I clicked on a flashlight and examined the bedside table. An odd assortment of goodies crowded the area - Pepto-Bismol, Rolaids, a jar of mints, and an empty coffee mug.
“Way creepier waiting alone.”
Lois’ voice startled me from my trance. I took a breath to slow my pulse. “Why are you sneaking around like a silent Ninja?”
“Not hardly.” She pointed to the bottles. “Yikes. This guy must have experienced the world’s worst tummy ache.”
“Or endured a deadly poison.” I grasped the mug with a cloth and extended it to her. “Smell this.”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “What? No way.”
“What do you suspect a person with stomach issues would drink?”
“Ginger or mint tea? Maybe lemon and honey, though I find that combo better for a sore throat.”
“What about hot chocolate?”
“Dairy is terrible and only makes matters worse.”
I sniffed the mug a second time. “So why did he drink it? Despite his obvious problems?”
Lois tossed her arms. “Some people keep all kinds of stuff by their bed and never clean it off. These bottles might be a from five years ago.”
“I would agree, except for the dust pattern.”
Her entire body drooped. “Is this the part where you pretend to be Monk or Columbo?”
“Here’s what happened.” I framed the scene with my hands. “Residue on the clock radio tells us he hasn’t used it in months.”
“Most people use their phone alarms.”
“A layer of dust also covers the broken wristwatch and the autographed baseball.” I squinted at the signature. “C.J. Wilson, ha.”
“Is he good?”
“Helped the Texas Rangers to a World Series. The Angels spent a fortune to sign him and he was a total bust, which I enjoyed.” I waved to the medicine. “This stuff at the front shows no signs of age.”
“Still, who’s to say he didn’t suffer an illness weeks ago? Thus, within the acceptable window of dust accumulation.”
I thumped a piece of paper. “What about a receipt from the pharmacy dated two days before his death?”
“Why didn’t you lead with the receipt?” Lois’ entire body drooped in frustration. “You are impossible.”
“My logic is sound but the receipt is definitive.”
She flicked her hand at the mug. “So, what do you want to do with that?”
I snapped a picture of the bedside table and placed the coffee cup inside a Ziplock bag. “I’ll send this to Eklund for analysis and he can tell us if the liquid contains poison.”
“Isn’t there protocol and chain of custody for evidence?”
“Without us snooping, there is no case. The crack medical examiner ruled natural causes without digging deeper. We’re Albert’s only hope. If we don’t do this, he’ll probably haunt us for all eternity.”
“Us?” Lois shook her head. “You’re the one who inherited the flamingo. And busted it. I’m here for moral support.”
“Moral support, also known as being an accomplice, doesn’t make a difference in a court of law or the spooky spirit world.” I stuffed the baggy in my giant breaking and entering purse.
“Are we done now?” Lois asked.
“After searching one room? Not hardly.” I maneuvered to the home office and flicked the overhead light.
“Also surprisingly tidy.” She ran two fingers across a bookshelf. “No dust.”
I scooched a bottle to the edge of his desk. “More Rolaids.”
Lois plopped on the chair. “What are we looking for?”
The filing cabinet swung open and I removed a file labeled bills. “Motive or information on his other family members.”
The manila folder overflowed with bank statements, credit card receipts, and past-due bills. I unfolded a bank statement and focused on the highlighted portions. “Albert moved a lot of money around shortly before his death.”
“How much is a lot?” Lois ducked underneath the desk in search of a hidden compartment.
“If we were on a television show I would write the total on a slip of paper and slide it across the table.”
Her head popped over the edge with an exaggerated expression. “That much?”
“Six figures.” I thumbed through the sealed envelopes with a UCLA Medical Center stamp. “These are unopened but perhaps he suffered from health issues.”
“Which led to his death.”
I rolled my eyes. “Already dismissing my poisoning theory.”
“A stack of letters from the hospital doesn’t help your case to dispute the diagnosis of natural causes.”
“Well, I’m starting to form the picture of a financial motive. Did you find anything on the desk?”
“Check out this.” Lois displayed a copy of the Daily Breeze. “How strange.”
“We call that a newspaper. Before the internet, people received their news through this medium.”
“I’m aware of the intended use. But I’m more interested in the focus of these articles.”
I danced around the desk and plucked the paper. “Me?” The story detailed my first case when I discovered the body of star actress Maria Sinclair.
“Albert circled your misspelled last name, Roberson, and wrote ‘Robinson?’. Tell me this isn’t odd.”
He also saved the clipping from my second foray as a homicide detective. “He drew an asterisk by the Vicky Berryhill article and notes the police ruled a suicide.”
“Why did he research you?” Lois asked. She displayed additional articles from the Killer Clause convention.
“This murder investigation from beyond the grave took planning. He didn’t write me into his will and stuff a note in a flamingo on a whim. He investigated before trusting me with the truth of his death.”
“Fine, but why all the theatrics? Why not come to you or the police earlier to prevent his demise?”
 “How should I know? Maybe the man was off in the head, or the cops dismissed his concerns.” I shrugged. “These clippings tell me enough. Albert handpicked me to solve his murder.”
“Of all the people in L.A.?” Lois twisted her face as if she didn’t buy the theory. “Was everyone else busy this week?”
I swatted her and marched to the kitchen. “How rude.”
“Nothing personal.” She spread her arms. “If a killer was after you, wouldn’t you turn to a professional detective with experience?”
“You mean the grizzled, disgraced cop with a drinking problem?” I grinned. “I prefer the plucky aspiring actress with a sunny disposition.”
“And who would that be?”
“You’re cheeky today.” I swung open a cabinet and peeked inside. “Bringing the Lois Sass.”
“What are you doing?”
“Looking for peanut butter to fix myself a snack.” I rolled my eyes. “What do you think I’m doing?”
“I’m not sure. The snack thing sounds plausible. We last went shopping over a month ago so our house is quite bare. Down to a jar of pickles and our last Pop-Tart.”
“Lorelai and I polished off the Pop-Tart last night.” I balanced on my tiptoes for a better view of the shelves. “I’m searching for Albert’s hot chocolate mix.”
“Why?”
I stretched for a box on the middle shelf, only to be fooled by a package of peanut butter cookies. I twisted to read the label and my stomach growled. “We should put these on our grocery list.”
“I’m so glad you’re getting recipe ideas from a dead man’s pantry.”
“I doubt the cookies killed him.”
“Not the point.”
“Ah, here we go.” Bright blue packaging on the top shelf caught my eye. Albert didn’t go for the fancy Swiss Miss stuff. He was an old-fashioned Ovaltine guy. “Give me a boost.”
“Why do you want his hot chocolate package? You already stole the poisoned mug.”
“Potentially poisoned.” I stretched but came up too short. The story of my life. “We build a suspect list depending on the method of poisoning.”
“Meaning?”
“If this is a one-time dose in the mug, the killer visited him the day of his death. But if they dosed the source…”
Lois nodded. “Anyone who visited his house in the last six months might be guilty.”
A clunking noise interrupted our banter. “Shh. I think someone’s here.”
“Becky, if they arrest us, I’m saying you kidnapped me.”
“I’m less concerned with the police and more concerned the killer is returning to cover his tracks.”
“Aw, why did you say that?” Lois’ breathed labored. “Here comes the chest pains.”
The front doorknob jiggled, and the lock turned. I hopped on the counter before I lost the opportunity. I fumbled through the cupboard and snagged the Ovaltine package. The pressure heightened my clumsiness. If I didn’t snag the evidence, I might not find another chance.
The door swung and an overhead light clicked in the living room. I dropped to the ground and pounded my knee against the tile flooring. I bit my knuckle to muffle the squeal.
A figure approached the open-concept kitchen. “What’s going on here?”
I spun to the male voice. “Stephen?”
“Who?” Lois whispered.
“Calculator flamingo.”
“What are you guys doing in Uncle Al’s house?” Stephen removed the sunshade attachment from his glasses and pocketed the piece. “Did you break in?”
“No.” Lois failed to convince anyone with her answer.
He snagged his old-school cellphone from the pocket of his graph paper shirt. “I’m phoning the police.”
I scrunched my nose. “Come on Stephen, we both know you aren’t calling the cops. If you do, you admit your crime.”
“You’re accusing me of trespassing?” He dangled a keychain worthy of a janitor. “Uncle Al gave me a key. What’s your excuse?”
“Me too? How else could I gain entrance? Do you think I scaled the viny trellis and entered through the cracked window in the attic?” I filled the silence with nervous laughter.
He looked me up and down. “No, I suppose not.”
I scoffed at the implication. Though I didn’t climb the vines, I could. “What brings you by, Steve?”
“Me?” Beady eyes scanned the kitchen. “I didn’t realize how much Uncle Al’s mind deteriorated toward the end. He wrote strangers into his will, people I never met before. I sense someone took advantage of the old fool.”
Something about Stephen bothered me. His words spewed like a guilty man caught in the crosshairs. If he told the truth, why did he explain his actions to a couple of intruders?
“I wouldn’t exactly call us strangers. We share the Robinson name, after all.”
“What side of the family are you from?” His head tilted and he crossed his arms.
I resisted the urge to squirm. “I’m a second cousin, or maybe third. Those always confuse me. My grandma is Albert’s cousin.”
“What about her?” He jutted his chin to Lois.
“No relation.” I spun a hand over the kitchen. “Any news on who inherited the house?”
“Why do you think I’m here?” Stephen asked. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to pack up Uncle Al’s things.”
He showed us to the door and I didn’t object. On the porch, I pivoted to Lois. “I see the family resemblance to Albert. Stephen’s a wacko.”
“Or grieving. He’s pretty cool about catching us snooping.” She dipped her chin. “Too bad you didn’t snag the Ovaltine.”
I displayed the tin stuffed in my purse. “Oh, ye of little faith.”
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Fiduciary


I scrolled through the pictures I snapped at Albert’s house. Too many things stuck out as potential clues from his stack of bills to the potentially poisoned Ovaltine. But the thing that bothered me most was his research into me. 
If Albert chose me to solve his murder, I couldn’t let him down. Even if that meant calling my mother for advice.
“Mom, lawyer-y question for you if you can spare a moment.”
“Sure Hon, go ahead.”
“As an heir, can I ask for information on an estate? Details about inheritance and the like?”
The silence stretched and for a moment I thought we lost the connection. “Is this about the letter you received a few days ago?”
“Yes.”
“What did you inherit?”
I spun in my chair, hesitant to share. “A lawn flamingo. But I want to know if anyone else was named as an heir. Am I entitled to read the will or something?”
“You’ll want to talk to the executor or the trustee. They are a fiduciary to the benefactors.”
“Meaning?”
My mother’s sigh voiced years of disappointment. Instead of going to law school, I asked ridiculous questions and wasted my life as an actress. No one sighed with as much subtext as my mother. “Basically, it’s the highest duty in law. You are legally and morally required to act in the best interest of your client. For example, your real estate agent is acting on your behalf to sell your house. She is bound to present you with the top deal, not the side-deal where she gets a thirty-percent kickback from a development firm.”
“So the executor, in effect, works for the heirs.”
“Essentially,” she said. “A basic right to which you are entitled is a detailed account – what actions the executor performed for the estate.”
“Ah-ha. Thanks, Mom.”
“Are you sure you are alright, Hon?”
“Better now.”
I hung up the phone and quickly jotted down notes. I underlined the important phrases my mother used in case I needed to repeat them.
Lois twisted her head to read the spiral. “What did your mom say?”
“She presented an interesting line of questioning for the lawyer, Trisha Foster.”
“Do you think she’s involved?”
“I think she knows more about the estate than she revealed at the reading of his will,” I said. “I incorrectly assumed I wasn’t entitled to more details.”
“Instead of snooping, you found legal precedent?”
“A nice change of pace.”
I reached around a snoozing pup for my iPhone and scrolled through my phonebook until I hovered over the lawyer’s contact.
“Foster, Attorney at Law.”
“Hi, Trisha. This is Becky Robinson, Albert’s uh…” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I received the hula flamingo at the reading of his will.”
“I remember you. Is there something I can assist you with?”
“I’m curious about a few things regarding our inheritance. I never expected to be included as one of my uncle’s heirs but I can’t help but wonder what happened to the rest.”
“The rest?”
“Of his money. He was a frugal man and he owned a piece of the Hollywood Stars.”
Papers shuffled in the background. “Is that a restaurant?”
“Minor league baseball team.” I frowned at her lack of preparedness. “Who inherited everything else?”
“I’m not at liberty to divulge private information. If you are unhappy with what you received, I’m sorry.”
“It isn’t that. I simply want to know if he left anything to another member of the family.”
“You aren’t the first heir to complain and frankly I’m appalled by your family’s greed. Mr. Robinson took pride in his collection and wanted to share his treasures.”
My eyes rolled at the lawyer’s indignation. “Who is the executor of the will?”
“I am.”
“Albert named you?”
“Yes.”
“Then, you are obligated to distribute his estate according to his wishes.” My eyes cut to my notes. “Not to mention your fiduciary duty to the heirs. The highest duty known to law.”
“I don’t require a Wikipedia definition. What are you hinting at?”
“Your job is to protect the heirs and act in our best interest. I should be allowed to question the will and ensure all Uncle Albert’s requests are met.”
“I can provide detailed receipts at your request.” Papers rustled. “A significant portion of his estate went to debt collectors. His remaining assets are to be sold off and the proceeds will be donated to a local park and the museum he chaired.”
“What about Albert’s cottage?”
“It will be sold off with the other assets.”
My brow furrowed. “He didn’t leave his house to one of his family members?”
“No.”
When Stephen caught us snooping, he implied he was the new owner. Why would he lie?
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Stealthy Suspicions


Living the life of a struggling actress meant I wore many hats to pay the bills. Mostly I worked as a gopher on the studio lot but when filming for our television show moved to Western Canada, I found myself out of a job. Luckily, I held down another part-time gig as an assistant with the  Stealthy Suspicions podcast.
I checked my phone as I balanced a tray of Styrofoam coffee cups. I spent the last two days attempting to contact the other Robinsons. If Albert hired me to find his killer, the heirs were a decent place to start.
I stopped in my tracks and glanced over my shoulder. My experience solving murders and chasing killers allowed me to hone my Spidey senses and for some reason, it felt as if I was being followed. I scanned the parking lot and dismissed the paranoia. As I continued to the building, I fixated on what I learned.
Research into Stephen Robinson led me nowhere. His online presence didn’t exist. So, I brushed aside my top suspect and focused on finding Jessy. Like me, he felt out of place at the reading of the will. But after slipping emails to the wrong men with the same name, I started to give up hope.
A cleared throat broke my trance. My boss, Dean Mancini, hovered over me with a ridiculous grin. “You are engrossed in that thing.”
Someone did follow me, but not in the way I assumed. “I’m checking my messages while I walk.”
“You didn’t even notice me take the tray from your hands.” He swigged the coffee marked with his name. “How’s your week going? Crack any cases lately?”
“I’m in the middle of a new, weird one.”
He snapped. “I sensed it with your blank, vacant stare. Who died this time?”
“My uncle Albert.”
Dean rubbed his neck. “Geeze, I’m sorry for acting like such a heel with the teasing. Foot, mouth, me.”
“My one true talent.” I rushed to explain the misunderstanding with Albert’s will. “I’m starting to believe he contacted me because of my detective skills. But I can’t imagine why he picked me.”
“Don’t sell yourself short. People remember you from your guest spot on the podcast over Christmas. And as soon as we dump Prissy, you can become my new co-host.”
“Until then I’m fine being an intern.”
The podcast gig only required me to come to the studio a few times a week. Which left plenty of time for solving mysteries and auditioning for acting roles.
Dean held open the door to the studio. “Are you pulling my leg about the note in the flamingo?”
“No, sir.” In the back of my mind, I wondered what secrets the other flamingos kept. Could they harbor additional clues? “You can’t make up something that odd.”
“I want to put something ridiculous in my will. I should require my heirs to compete in a reality-based competition. Like Survivor or the Amazing Race.”
“Only problem is you won’t be around to watch.”
“A definite flaw.” He plopped into his rolling desk chair and snagged his earphones. “What’s your plan for the investigation?”
“I’m looking for the other heirs, but with a generic name like Robinson, finding them is proving difficult.”
Dean waved his arms. “There’s an entire research unit at your disposal. Feel free to use some of the podcast’s firepower in your pursuit.”
“In exchange for material?” I asked.
“When you wrap up the case, of course.” He chuckled. “I wouldn’t want to inadvertently tip off your killer.”
“I appreciate the offer, thank you.”
Prissy snapped her mirror closed. “What offer?”
“Never mind.” Dean pinched his nose. “Did you look over the questions Becky sent you?”
“Which ones?”
“The talking points for the interview with the LAPD detective,” I said. “In ten minutes.”
“I didn’t have time. I was super busy yesterday.”
“I emailed it last week.”
She waved me off. “I never check my inbox on my off days.”
“Are you at least up to date on the art scandal?” I asked.
 “Which one?” Prissy’s lined lips twisted.
Dean sighed. “The paintings from a heist five years ago are starting to reappear.”
Her eyes widened. “Where?”
“Auctions mostly.” I gestured to the microphone reserved for guests. “The LAPD detective you’re interviewing today worked the original case. At the time the press dubbed the thief the Sunlight Swindler.”
“Why?”
I frowned. This shouldn’t be new information. “He nabbed the paintings in broad daylight in front of witnesses. But no one saw a thing.”
“Hit a few other places and the robberies suddenly stopped,” Dean said. “Now pieces of the collection are resurfacing.”
“Oh.” Prissy arched her overly sculpted brows. “How do we know the thief is a ‘he’?”
“This will be a fun show.” Dean adjusted his headset. “Always is when Prissy is off the cuff.”
She clutched Dean’s arm. “Aw, thank you. I took a few improv classes in school and was like the star pupil.”
I turned my back and rolled my eyes. How she got the job was another mystery altogether.
During the recording session, I kept one ear on the action and the other on my research. Even with the strength of the podcast’s database, I didn’t know enough to narrow my search parameters. Especially considering the spelling variations of Jessy – Jessie, Jesse, Jessey, Jess. And probably others depending on his parent’s creativity.
I clicked on a Facebook profile with a matching name. The artistic, grainy photograph looked like the guy I met in a vague police sketch type way. I took a leap and sent him a message.

      [image: image-placeholder]As the crazy L.A. traffic came to a stand-still, I decided to use my downtime to call in a favor. On more than one occasion I helped an investigator with the California Bureau of Investigation. Though
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