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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

      

      

      

      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        "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.
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      Even though I included Chinese citizens in a murder mystery, the characters are human with flaws and foibles, strengths and gifts, as in any of the Americans in my stories. I have a great love for Chinese culture and people. If you didn't know, I have two Chinese daughters. They have Western names, but we also kept their given Chinese names. In this book, I used syllables from their names in some of the characters’ names as Easter eggs. I thought the information below would help those struggling with pronunciation or were just curious about my chosen names.

      Chinese names are generally ordered as a surname (xìng 姓) first and given name (míng 名 or míngzì 名字) last. In Western writing, the characters of the given name are sometimes written separately. For example, Mao (surname) Zedong (given), can be written as Mao Ze Dong. In the list below, I'm using the Western style of the given name first and surname last. I don't separate the syllables to make reading easier. I included the hanzi, Chinese characters, and meaning just for fun.

      "Chinese given names usually consist of two syllables (though it is also common to only use one). Those syllables can be any of the thousands of Chinese characters so the combinations are almost limitless. In practice, some characters are chosen more often than others, such as Mei, ‘beautiful’ for girls. Sometimes the first character of the given name is shared by all members of a generation in a family. Chinese parents do not typically name babies after relatives or famous people." [Behind the Name, https://www.behindthename.com/glossary/view/chinese_names]

      18 CALIBER NAMES

      Shifu

      Shīfu 师傅

      Master; qualified worker; teacher; a respectful form of address for older men.
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        * * *

      

      Lili Liang (lead actress in Unlucky 18)

      Lì lì 丽丽 Liáng 梁

      Lili (sounds like Leelee): beautiful, beautiful.

      Liang: also the surname of the scholar in the famous folktale Butterfly Lovers, the Chinese version of Romeo and Juliet.
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        * * *

      

      Stanley Wu (supporting actor in Unlucky 18)

      Sī tǎn lì 斯坦利 Wu 吳

      Stanley: a popular Western name in China and a Hong Kong town originally called Chek Chue.

      Wu: tenth most common surname in China; from the ancient state of Wu meaning Gateway to Heaven.
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        * * *

      

      Zhihao Zhao (Associate Producer for Unlucky 18)

      Zhì Háo 志 豪 Zhào 赵

      Zi (sounds like Gee): will, purpose, ambition.

      Hao: heroic, chivalrous.

      Zhao (or Chao) (sounds like tch[a]o): from an ancient family line; refers to an ancient city-state in now Shanxi province.
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        * * *

      

      Shifu Xiang Xi (Lili Liang's Shaolin kung fu master)

      Xiáng翔 Xì 郤

      Xiáng (sounds like shaang): Soar, glide.

      Xi (sounds like shee): a common surname; also a city around the lower reaches of present-day Quin River in Shanxi province.
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        * * *

      

      Master Kevin Yuan (Maizie's Kung Fu Kate kung fu master and Lili's new trainer)

      Kè wén 克文  Yuán 园

      Kevin: a popular Western name in China.

      Surname Yuán: garden, park.
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        * * *

      

      Shiyu Kang (Lili Liang's assistant)

      Shí Yù 石玉 Kàng 亢

      Shi (sounds like shee): Stone.

      Yu: Jade.

      Kang: a common surname; one of the 28 constellations; excessive; overbearing; high.
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        * * *

      

      Harvey Lee (Producer forUnlucky 18)

      Hā luó dé 哈罗德  Lǐ 李

      Harvey: a popular Western name in China.

      Lee: a common surname (Li); plum
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        * * *

      

      Ning Lee (Producer for Unlucky 18)

      Níng 宁 Lǐ 李

      Ning: Peaceful

      Lee (Li): plum
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        Be proud of your heritage.
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          #EYESPYANOTSODEADGUY

        

      

    

    
      You'd think with the explosion of DIY home security, Nash Security Solutions would lose a lot of clients. Not so when a celebrity management company acquires your private investigations office. Our clients — rich and posers alike — wanted to hire someone to set up their Ring and Google whatnots. Except for the paranoid few who want their homes to look like a Mission Impossible set, most were content with the self-service models, not the high-tech systems we specialized in.

      We — Wyatt Nash, a professional PI, and me, Maizie Albright, his apprentice — had gone from private investigations and security specialists to handymen. Or handywoman in my case. Makes me miss cheating spouse surveillance.

      Still, a paycheck is a paycheck.

      "Hand me that screwdriver, Miss Albright. Phillips." With his eyes on the door of a trailer, Wyatt Nash held out a hand. A large hand. Calloused. Pocked with a few small scars. But with long, nimble fingers capable of a gentle touch.

      A touch that can induce feelings of wondrous and rapturous delight, I might add.

      Nash glanced at me. "The one you named Phyllis."

      I grabbed the screwdriver from his adorable red metal box and placed it in the center of his big hand. Then dragged my fingers across his palm before he could close it.

      His ice-blue eyes darted to my sea-glass greens. "Miss Albright. We're working."

      Holding back a pout, I examined the bright blue sky with bare puffs of clouds gliding on the horizon. Winter in the North Georgia mountains was much colder than winters I'd experienced in LA, naturally. But there were days like today when the sun changed the temperature from chill to brisk. The blue and gold sky lit the tops of the tall Georgia pines, disguising all the dull brown that became more apparent with gray skies.

      The sun made me hopeful. I looked back at Nash, who concentrated on screwing in a peephole camera. The tall, muscular body leaned toward the door. The sleeves on his flannel-lined denim jacket strained to accommodate his biceps and chest. Levi’s fitting him snugly in all the right places.

      I gave into a pensive and mournful sigh. Wyatt Nash was no longer my boss. Officially, I had dibs on him romantically. But he was still the southern gentleman through and through. Which meant a strong division between work and play. Stronger than concrete, steel, or diamonds. And not even flexible-strong like bamboo or spider silk.

      He was carbon fiber among men.

      And it wasn't just because our boss, Vicki Albright — still owner of Always Albright Celebrity Management and new owner of Nash Security Solutions — made clear the rules for our working relationship. No hanky-panky on the job site.

      As if.

      Nash had been offended she even raised the issue. And I had morals and ethics and all that. Even after growing up in Beverly Hills.

      Sort of, anyway. The more time I spent in Georgia, the more I wondered about my prior values.

      The real problem lay with Vicki's celebrity connections. We worked non-stop. Which is totally awesome if you're trying to re-establish a foothold in the once slippery position of private investigations and security systems in our town of Black Pine, Georgia. Not so awesome, if you want to date your co-worker and you're working twenty-four-seven-three-sixty-five.

      Not that I was working. Not at the moment, anyway. We'd split up the trailers and I had finished my jobs. Yay me for grabbing the electric screwdriver first.

      "I'm going to check the special case," I said to Nash. "See what extras were added to the list."

      He nodded and continued to screw the camera into the door.

      Times like these made me jealous of Phyllis.

      I hiked my Golden Goose sneakers across the backlot's pavement. The trailers were rented by a new production — some kind of martial arts action film — and would be hauled to various locations in the mountains when they weren't sitting behind one of the big sound stages that took a large chunk of land on the outskirts of Black Pine. Black Pine Studios was new to the area, although the land had been bought and construction started several years ago. The film industry had recently exploded in Black Pine due to Georgia's generous tax shelters, cheap land, and cheaper labor.

      I entered the three-room trailer. Checking the clipboard lying on the table near the door, I noted their security needs. Nothing over-the-top — not like the retinal scanners we'd recently installed in a producer's rented home — but it would need more work than the others. Alarms on all the windows. Emergency button in the bathroom. Scan for hidden cameras and microphones.

      I made a quick list of supplies we'd need, then began my walk-through for the alarm count. Like their security feature wish list, the trailer was lavish but not outrageous. The roomy living area had a galley kitchen featuring an eat-in peninsula. Cherry wood and marble. Below a large flatscreen was an inset fireplace. In the mountains, Georgia did get cold this time of year. Large makeup station in the bathroom, complete with Hollywood lighting. King-size bed in the bedroom.

      Where a man lay dead.

      "Holy Hellsbah," I shrieked and backed out of the room. "Not again."

      The dead man rolled over, then sat up.

      "Thank God." I slapped a hand over my heart. "You're not dead."

      From the doorway, I examined the youngish man. Dressed in (rumpled) trendy clothes with sandy brown hair, he didn't look like a derelict. But if he worked in the business, he would know he shouldn't be in the trailers. "Why are you sleeping here?"

      "I was tired." He had an impish smile. "Why did you assume I was dead?"

      "Long story but mostly bad luck." I folded my arms. "You can't sleep in these trailers. And you shouldn't be on-set without permission."

      Sliding across the bed, he grabbed a lanyard from an end table and held up a plastic badge.

      "Then you should know you can't sleep in these trailers." I raised my chin. "Who are you?"

      "Jeff Johnson." He grinned. "Who are you? Besides a ginger with a nice…clipboard."

      I narrowed my eyes. "What are you? I mean, what do you do?"

      "Awesome." He waggled his brows. "And wouldn't you like to know?”

      "I would. Like to know. Considering I'm installing the security in this trailer."

      "No worries, doll." He slid to the edge of the bed.

      I wasn't security-security. I was a contractor who screwed in doorbell cams, then uploaded the app to the client's phone because they were too busy (lazy) to do it themselves. However, I should report Jeff Johnson. For unofficial napping.

      "Before you go, let me see your badge." I used my official security voice, one I'd developed for a Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective movie that went into production but was abruptly canceled after the producers (and their marketing department) decided the script wasn't pro-STEM enough. Julia had already graduated from high school and the writers decided as a vigilante she'd major in pre-law.

      Instead of engineering as the marketing department would have liked.

      At the time, I had majored in criminal justice at U Cal Long Beach, so pre-law made all kinds of sense to me. But what did I know about pre-teen demographics? Anyway, I'd had a two-year hiatus from starring in the Julia Pinkerton, Teen Detective TV show, and thought for the movie, I could make her more edgy with a scholarly, pandering raspy drawl. I had the college sneer down pretty good, too. Now I used it with on-the-job pests.

      I loved finding new uses for old character traits. Recycling always made me feel like a productive citizen.

      "Badge," I repeated, extending my hand.

      "I'll show you mine, if I can see yours,” Jeff Johnson countered to my collegiate sneer with a frat boy smirk. He crooked a finger and deepened the smirk. "Show and tell time."

      "Yours first." I'd reverted from collegiate to grammar school.

      Jeff chuckled and held out the badge. "Feisty. I like that."

      Instead of calling him something that would lower me to his standards (and possibly get me in trouble), I snatched the badge from his hand and examined it.

      "You're a visitor for Unlucky 18? The martial arts movie? How did you get this?" I handed him the badge. "They haven't started filming. This is pre-production. You shouldn't be here."

      "That's an all-access pass. Ask around. Everyone knows me."

      "Visitors have restrictions. Someone from the set should be accompanying you."

      Looping the lanyard around his neck, he winked. "You know what they say about all work and no play. Are you always this strict, doll?"

      "Yes." Not really. Only with this dude. I folded my arms. "These trailers are under surveillance. I'd advise you to find whoever got you the pass and stay with them."

      "All right. No harm, no foul, right? Can't blame a guy for trying to find some peace and quiet with all the banging on set." He chuckled and repeated "banging" to himself.

      Frat boy humor.

      "Just get out of here." It was difficult to nap during pre-production. I'd longed for many a nap on set. But I wasn't telling him that.

      Jeff exited, and I resumed my checklist, then straightened the bed. I didn't want anyone to think we'd been napping on the job. Exiting the bedroom, I heard the trailer door open and scurried into the living area.

      Nash glanced around, scowling. But that was his MO. Which made his smiles even sweeter, IMHO. "Did I see a guy exiting this trailer?"

      "Jeff Johnson had a visitor badge. I kicked him out. Caught him napping." I pointed to the clipboard. "We're going to need some extra equipment for this one. I guess that's why Vicki told us to do it last."

      Nash peered over my shoulder. "They want this swept for bugs? We've not done that before. And a camera on the roof? What the sam hell? Whose trailer is this?"

      "Maybe it's for a producer or director. They can get a little paranoid about leaks."

      Nash rolled his eyes. "This industry."

      "A billion-dollar industry. Unlucky 18 is a big-budget action movie. Vicki said the production company teamed up with an international consortium. There's a lot of money at stake, so they're just being careful."

      "Why do you always defend the dopey decisions these movie people make?"

      "I’m explaining their reasoning. It’s why they hired us. In their minds, it’s important." I shouldn’t defend them. The entertainment industry had eaten me up and spit me out like a polar bear on a baby seal. At the same time, this was the work we were given. By Vicki.

      I loved polar bears. My favorite animal to watch at the zoo. But in a documentary, I'd seen a polar bear play with a seal before ripping the head off, devouring the meat, and tossing the carcass for fish food. Poor baby seal.

      At least its mother hadn't auditioned him for the polar bear.

      "And Vicki. You're always making excuses for her." Nash folded his arms. "You don't have to pretend this situation is okay. It sucks. For both of us. You more than me."

      "It's not that bad," I pleaded. "We're working."

      "On stupid projects. And dealing with obnoxious people."

      "We've dealt with obnoxious people before. Most of the people we know are obnoxious."

      He picked up the clipboard. "I have a scanner in the truck. I'll see if it picks up any interference from hidden mikes or cameras. Why don't you start installing the sensors?"

      I nodded, glad to ignore the elephant — or polar bear — in the room. Nash hadn't wanted an ex-actress as an apprentice. I'd won him over then ruined his career by bringing media attention to a splashy case. Cost him his credibility in the community. He lost jobs, then his company. In that situation, I wasn't exactly the polar bear. But I'd accidentally unleashed the real polar bear on him. Vicki. He said it wasn't my fault. He'd had some bad luck. Also an ex-wife with her own ursine qualities. Grizzly, IMHO. Jolene gladly traded her half of Nash’s company to Vicki for a hefty catch. Money, not salmon. Although Jolene would have eaten the baby seal if given the chance.

      After a lot of good breaks as a child star, I'd had nothing but bad luck as an adult. I couldn’t help but feel I'd jinxed Nash. And I only knew one way to make it up to him.

      Well, two ways.

      But the one I could do at work was to stay positive.

      While I attached sticky-backed sensors to the windows and doors, Nash returned with a hand-held gadget that looked like a TV remote. He moved through the trailer, playing hot and cold, listening to the crackling sounds turn to beeps. It squawked next to a lamp in the living area.

      Hidden mike.

      We found a pinhole camera inside an empty screw hole in the thermostat panel. And in a wall socket next to the makeup station, another mike.

      "Wow." I followed him into the master bedroom where the beeping intensified. He found the bug and a tiny fisheye camera in the overhead ceiling light.

      "Nash, that Jeff Johnson. I don't think he was napping." I swallowed hard and sank onto the bed. "Hells. I caught a spy."

      "Caught?"

      "You're right." I blew out a long, slow breath. "More like let him go."
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      After tearing out tiny cameras and installing new ones, we departed the set. Nash needed to check on a job we'd done yesterday — Vicki's salt grotto manager had issues with app connectivity. Perhaps halo therapy and security didn’t mix. — and I found myself with a little free time. I needed the liberation after the past hour of interrogation in the studio's security office. The Unlucky 18 staff felt I should've done more to stop Jeff Johnson from leaving the set. Many words were said. Words causing such severe clenching of Nash's jaw, it made me fear for his teeth.

      We were going to work all night. Again.

      Taking my hour, I ran toward all that was goodness and holy. In my world that was hugs from friends. And a quick blowout. I received both from LA HAIR, my go-to for hair, nails, and emotional guidance.

      Pushing through the black and gold crackle-painted glass door, I strode into the oldish shop in an oldish Black Pine strip mall. The layered scents of Aquage, ammonia, and acetone wafted through the space, filling me with soothing ASMR-y vibes. A new water fountain featuring faux bamboo trickled in a corner and a top hits station played through the speakers painted to look like rocks. Bottles of marked-up hair care products and marked-down homemade jewelry lined metal shelves that anchored the row of black vinyl chairs in the waiting area. On the end tables, I would find months-old People, Glamour, and Country Living magazines with pages torn out by customers who felt justified in stealing coupons and recipes.

      Although one could not compare LA HAIR with the atmosphere or services given at a Beverly Hills salon, I also never worried about getting stabbed in the back with a pair of gold-plated scissors. LA HAIR — referring to the city or French article, no one knew or cared — had been with me through good times and bad.

      Mostly bad since that'd been the luck forcing my move to Georgia in the first place.

      "I need the works," I announced to the two women standing behind the black and gold crackle-painted receptionist stand. "But I only have forty-five minutes."

      Tiffany and Rhonda were my closest friends in Black Pine as well as LA HAIR's nail esthetician and receptionist. They were Black Pine born and raised whereas I was just born. But in a way, I'd returned to Black Pine to be raised again. Tiffany and Rhonda were part of that movement.

      "Girl." Rhonda's right eyebrow edged north and she pursed her full lips.

      "Lord," said Tiffany, shaking her blunt, blue-tipped bob.

      In Tiff and Rhon-speak, "Girl" and "Lord" both meant, "What now?" They often spoke without speaking. And when they spoke, it could be a teeny bit painful. But no truer words and all that.

      "You go first," I said. "Why does Rhonda only have hair extensions on one side?"

      "It's a new thing." Rhonda scratched her chin. "Like an angle cut."

      "It's what happens when your arms get too tired before you finish your whole head." Tiffany glared at her. "If she’d asked me, I would have done it."

      Rhonda pouted. "You said you were busy."

      "I was, but if you'd given me a minute, I'd find another day."

      "Girl," said Rhonda, ending that conversation. She ushered me toward the row of salon chairs. "What's up with you, Maizie?"

      "I found a spy by accident. I interrupted him bugging a movie trailer." Plopping into a chair next to the nail stations, I eyed Shelly at the other end of the salon, washing a customer's hair. Running water blocked the customer's ears, but not Shelly's. I lowered my voice. "In my defense, I didn't know he was a spy when I let him go. Also, deception is kind of the point of being a spy. But I was blamed for his escape anyway."

      "What do you mean a spy?" Rhonda draped a black cape over my shoulders. "Like 007? Why would a spy be in Black Pine?"

      "Russia isn't infiltrating Black Pine, Rhon. It's a movie thing." Tiffany spun my chair to face her. "Why would anyone spy on a movie when they could spy on something important?"

      "This film is in pre-production and it's a big picture. It could be an industrial spy from another studio, but he also might be some creeper who's stalking one of the stars. Gross. And to think I let Jeff Johnson walk out of that trailer." I scowled. "That's what bothers me. How could I fall for such a fake name? His visitor badge looked real, but you don't even need Photoshop to fake something like that anymore."

      "Maizie, get over it. You're not going to get fired and your boss will cover your ass. That's the best thing about working for someone else—passing the buck." Tiffany picked up my hand to study the nails. "But you're ruining your manicure with all this doorbell camera business."

      "Your hair, too."  Rhonda lifted a lank of my strawberry blonde tresses. "Your ends are stressed."

      "Maybe just hair today. I have to be at the office in an hour. Do what you can." I smiled graciously, then caught myself. This smile was for the Beverly Hills salon. Hells, Rhonda and Tiffany didn’t deserve that smile. "Thanks, girls. I'd be a mess without you."

      "I like you having money,“ said Tiffany. "I don't have to turn you down like I did when you weren't making anything."

      "True,” said Rhonda. "Working for Vicki can't be all bad. I could use a raise and benefits package. I wish she'd take over LA HAIR."

      "Money comes with a price," I said, misery tingeing my voice.

      "It's called a paycheck," said Tiffany. "You work and they pay you. And that's how you pay us."

      "Truth," I said, although the implication hurt. I'd worked since the age of two. Just not conventionally. "Although she is ruining my relationship with Nash. Mainly because I keep reminding him of the paycheck."

      "You're caught in the middle," said Rhonda. "Happens all the time. I got caught between Tiffany and her ex. But I held my ground by reminding her, it doesn't matter what gifts he does or doesn't bring, they're most likely stolen anyway."

      "Damn right," said Tiffany. "That weasel was always trying to buy me off."

      "It'd be nice if you'd remember this before taking it out on me." Rhonda rapped Tiffany's shoulder with a brush.

      "And you'd best remember smacking me gets the underside of my collar hot." Tiffany glared at her. "And when my temper's up, my fist tends to react."

      "Huh," said Rhonda. "Your probation officer told you that's no excuse. See Maizie, I'm still getting caught in Tiffany’s relationships."

      "Um, yeah," I drew out the word to give Tiffany time to cool off. "Nash thinks I defend Vicki too much. But she is my, you know." I shrugged.

      "Mother?" said Tiffany.

      "Actually, I understand her better as an ex-manager. And the decisions she makes in taking clients as related to the entertainment industry. That's where Nash struggles. He doesn't get the movie business. He finds everything 'hinky' or 'stupid.'" I slunk down in my chair, fearing the reality of our real dilemma. "Between Vicki pushing us around and me having to explain the industry all the time, it just reminds him how different we are."

      Rhonda's brush smacked my arm. I straightened, and she continued yanking out my tangles. "Maybe he needs reminding that marrying, divorcing, and ticking Jolene off good and plenty — before and after — also made for a broke ass business."

      "That doesn't make me feel better." Mostly worse. His ex-wife always made me feel worse.

      "Keepin' it real, hon'," said Tiffany. "We're just pointing out it's not all about you."

      "Right. Thanks."

      Rhonda led me to the sink without further comment. For the next thirty minutes, they washed, conditioned, trimmed, and styled. And I convinced myself DIY doorbell cameras were better than the alternative. Which, for me, was reality show hell, unemployment, or prison. For Nash, working for Vicki was better than staying married to the Wicked Witch of Black Pine or Chapter 11.

      I'd imagined my so-called new life differently, but different doesn't always mean better.

      Of course, not better could also mean worse.

      In Nash's case, maybe that's how he saw his current predicament.

      Rhonda spun me around so I could examine my smooth and shiny blowout. I nodded but couldn't stop a tear from traveling down the side of my nose.

      "Girl," said Rhonda.

      "Lord," said Tiffany.

      "It's nothing." I held up a hand. "But I am troubled."

      "We can see," said Tiffany. "It's called crying."

      "You don't like the blowout?" said Rhonda.

      "The blowout is wonderful. I couldn't have done it better myself." Which was true. I was not a professional stylist. "I've ruined Nash's life by trying to make mine better."

      Tiffany sucked and rolled her lips. "I hate to say it, kid⁠—"

      "Maybe, don't." I held up a hand. "I get your point."

      "Maizie." Rhonda clasped her hands in mine. "Remember, you've got two sides to your DNA."

      "Do you mean two strands? Because I think they store the same information⁠—"

      "No, she means you've got a mother and a father, and even if you didn't live with your daddy until now, he has been involved in your life," said Tiffany. "Remind Nash of your Black Pine roots. Get Boomer to invite him to dinner. Or watch a football game or go fishing. Men like Boomer and Nash bond over that shit."

      “OMG. Genius." I brightened then dimmed. "But Vicki…"

      "You've got to stop letting her boss you around," said Tiffany.

      Kind of hard when she was my boss. "Her management company is growing. She has a lot more clients."

      "More than just you is a good thing," said Rhonda.

      "Yes," I said, although I hadn't reconciled my feelings to that yet. My ex-therapist Renata used to say, "One issue at a time, like one day at a time."

      My now-therapist didn't say much because he was in jail. I tried a session on visiting day, but he needed more counseling than I. "I had thought that once her entertainment roster grew, she'd be distracted from remembering she owned a PI firm. I thought this buy-out of Nash's business would be a temporary thing. And although she is distracted, she doesn't seem to have any interest in relinquishing the company."

      "You thought Vicki Albright would just give up the reins?" Tiffany laughed.

      "As her ex-client and—" I shifted in my seat.

      "Daughter," prompted Rhonda.

      "Yes, our relationship being…familial, she might let this go, seeing I hadn't changed my mind about changing my career."

      Tiffany snorted. "Unbelievable. You still think Vicki might take your side?"

      "She's not evil. She's just⁠—"

      "Greedy?" said Rhonda. "Backstabby?"

      "Selfish?" said Tiffany. "Bitchy?"

      "Jelly," I said. "I'm wondering if she's holding on because she is jealous. You know, now I have Nash. Sort of. And Daddy's been with Carol Lynn all these years. It used to be just Vicki and me. Giulio's not there for her. I mean, Giulio's not there mentally or emotionally for anyone. Not even himself. But I can't seem to reach Vicki. I've been trying despite…things."

      "Like, despite Vicki skimming off your acting job trust, forcing you into a reality show you didn't want to do, driving you into substance abuse, then letting you take the fall when your boyfriend was busted for selling Oxy?" Rhonda shrugged. "Just quoting Entertainment Weekly."

      "What about following you to Georgia?" Tiffany fisted her hands on her hips. "When she couldn't trick you into going back on her reality show, she bought the place where you work and now has you working for movie star peeps. Your probation states you're supposed to stay away from the entertainment industry. That's just crazy."

      "I mean…" I felt the pinch between my eyes and blinked to ward off the tears. "She is my mother. I'm sure she at least thinks she has my best interests at heart."

      "I think Nash made a deal with the devil when he let Vicki buy him out." Tiffany cocked her hip and shook her head. "Y'all were broke, but there is worse than being broke."

      "But you said it's good to have a steady paycheck."

      "Girl, I was talking about myself and you paying me."

      "Here's what I think, Maizie," said Rhonda. "If you leave Nash Security, Vicki will leave Nash Security. And dig her nails into wherever you go next. What does that say to you? Does it sound like something a mom should do?"

      "Did you consider the spy might be Vicki?" said Tiffany. "Keeping an eye on you and Nash?"

      "Okay, wow," said Rhonda. “That's evil."

      "She wouldn't," I said.

      But would she?
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      On the way to the office, I tried not to think about the possibility of Vicki nanny-camming us. Why would she do it? It couldn't be the work. The clients were happy. I was way too old to be helicoptered. Although she didn't approve of our relationship, I didn't think she'd do hanky-panky surveillance. She didn't have the time.

      Unless she hired someone else to watch us. And considering we were an investigations firm that seemed an unnecessary expense.

      I parked my dirt bike, Lucky, in front of Dixie Kreme Donuts by habit. Inhaled to absorb the intoxicatingly sweet scent of fried dough. The neon red "hot and fresh" sign had been turned off. Too late for a donut break. I gazed longingly at the office windows at the top of the old brick-front building, then forced myself to walk two blocks to our new location.

      Albright Security Solutions was located on Black Pine's turn-of-the-century town square, where a building had been torn down and rebuilt to look exactly like the original brick storefront. Still quaint and vintage-y, complete with the name hand-lettered on the plate glass window. But the Disneyfication of the building unsettled me. Our work felt as faux as the building. As dusty and scruffy as our old office was, it was still ours. Including the donut smell.

      Which I really missed.

      Plus, Lamar, Dixie Kreme's owner and Nash's silent partner, couldn't drop by as he did before. Even if the drop-in was meant for a mid-day nap. Lamar still held ownership rights to Nash Security Solutions, but the percentage meant he didn't have much sway. Vicki held Nash's half and Jolene's percent. I was still training. Georgia said I couldn't become a licensed PI for two years. And I had no money for ownership anyway. A two-year apprenticeship didn't feel long working for Nash.

      Chained to Vicki felt like the prison sentence I thought I’d escaped by moving to Black Pine.

      The shop chime rang as I walked through the front door. I tossed my shearling coat on a chair and passed through the shiplap and (faux) brick and plaster waiting room and into the inner sanctum that had once looked like Sam Spade's office until Nash had tossed the staged stuff. The room now resembled The Maltese Falcon meets Minority Report. We had all the cutting-edge technology needed for investigations and security. With none of the heart.

      Not that taking candid photos of husbands' strip club trysts had a lot of heart. But you know what I mean.

      "You look…different." Nash squinted at me from behind a Sam Spade desk covered in gadgetry.

      "I went to LA HAIR. How was the meeting with the salt cave guy?"

      Nash rolled his eyes. "He forgot his password. And his sign-in.”

      "Hope it didn't take long." I strolled to the desk. Shimmied my hip onto the edge. A stapler clattered to the floor. Ignoring the stapler, I dialed my voice to sultry. "Do we have a minute?"

      He licked his lips. Pulled in a breath. His eyes traveled from my hair to the top snaps in my RE/DONE Henley bodysuit. Purposefully — but tastefully — unsnapped for a hint of cleavage. And hopefully, a hint of heaven.

      "A minute?" he rasped. He cleared his throat. "Miss Albright…Maizie."

      I gave my hair a small toss, wafting Biolage Freeze Fix toward him. To be honest, Rhonda was a teensy too smitten with extra hold, but it did have a nice scent. I parted my lips and slid an inch closer.

      His hand crept toward my hip.

      "A minute," I said in a slow exhale, "is all I need." Bending forward, I trailed my fingers up his arm. His chair scooted closer. I leaned toward him. Felt the strain of fabric against skin. Caught my breath, then bent forward. The fabric bit into my skin. I jerked back.

      Stupid too-small bodysuit.

      I slid off the desk. Backed toward our other desk and angled my butt against the corner.

      "What are you doing?"

      Trying to casually undo the massive wedgie I had created. "I'm sorry. I know how you feel about mixing work and…pleasure."

      Nash stood, knocking his chair into the file cabinet behind his desk. "It's after hours," he said, then glanced at the wall clock. "Seven fifteen. Definitely after hours."

      "Overtime." I straightened. "We have to debug the trailers."

      "We have a minute. What I meant to say earlier…you look pretty. Pretty damn amazing, actually. With the…" He waved a hand. "…hair. And all."

      My heart pounding, I moistened my lips and smiled. Then took three flying steps toward Nash, who'd already bounded around the corner of the desk. Our bodies smacked together like clashing symbols — with less of a percussive sound and more of a dull thud — and our lips met with the same urgency I normally applied toward breakfast.

      "I—" I couldn't form words. Partly because my brain had short-circuited. And partly because my mouth was too busy devouring Nash's. His hand had slid onto my nape, then twisted into my hair. Undoing the effects of my blowout, but I hardly cared. His other hand skimmed the length of my body, then gripped my hip to pull me against him.

      The front door chimed.

      Nash tore his hands from my body, then his lips from my mouth.

      "Shiplap," I hissed. "Shiplap, shiplap, shiplap."

      "Just a—" Nash cleared his throat and his voice returned to its normal octave. "Be with you in a minute."

      He exited the room. I finger-combed my hair, then followed.

      Vicki's driver, Misty, stood in the reception area. With her hands behind her back and a driver's cap cocked jauntily on her head, Misty had an expectant look. Like we should be glad to see her. By now, Misty should know we wouldn't see her arrival as good news. Misty was eternally pleasant and existentially phlegmatic.

      And possibly a teeny bit sadistic.

      Nash glanced over his shoulder. "We've been summoned."

      "Why?" I marched around Nash's wide (and irritated) stance to address Misty. "Why did she send you? Why can't she just call like a normal person?"

      Misty pressed her lips together and moved her gaze to the window. The questions were rhetorical anyway. I could answer them better than Misty. With the help of my therapist.

      "She said it's an emergency," said Misty. "And she's having a dinner. And she doesn't want the police involved because of her guests. And she'll compensate you well. And to hurry."

      "What's the emergency?" said Nash.

      "She'll tell you when you arrive."

      "Police?"

      "She'll explain when you get there."

      I folded my arms. And snorted for Misty's benefit. Even if it wasn't Misty's fault.

      "Ms. Albright also said you can eat while you're there. She had the dinner catered by YEAH! Burger in Atlanta for her guests."

      "Oh, well then." I stepped forward.

      Nash put a hand on my arm. "It's after hours. And we're working anyway."

      "And she'll offer points toward your future contract negotiation. But it's an emergency. She's frantic in a way I've not seen before."

      Nash clenched his jaw. And unclenched. "I'll drive myself. And Miss Albright."

      Misty shrugged. Nash always drove himself. And Miss Albright. I actually preferred Vicki's Escalade as opposed to Nash's old pickup, but it was the principle of the thing and all that.

      "I'll tell her you're on your way." Misty spun around and held open the door for us. "Miss Albright, she also said to tell you it's unfortunate you don't have time to change, but she understands. Although if you could use your travel time to freshen up, you'll appreciate her advice."

      "Of all the nerve." I glowered, then glanced at my Henley. I snapped the top two buttons. Just in case.

      In Nash's truck, we tossed around ideas for emergencies. Vicki wasn't one to use the word emergency unnecessarily. "Crisis" was her favored call to arms.

      "At a party?" Nash said. "Maybe she ran out of booze."

      "She'd send Misty for more. Or have it flown in by drone," I said. "It's got to be one of her guests. Something she didn't want to say on the phone or in front of Misty."

      "I don't like it," said Nash. "Not wanting the police involved? The mention of police. Sounds…"

      "Hinky?"

      "Illegal." Nash scowled, then patted my leg. Like that would make me feel better.

      It did.
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      Misty led the way in the Escalade. We wound through the streets of downtown Black Pine and up the town's namesake mountain. Vicki's stone monstrosity was somewhat secluded, built on a ridge chosen for the view of Black Pine Lake.

      Possibly also due to her preference for being above people.

      Once the summer home of a late nineteenth-century peanut baron, the mansion had been remodeled several times since—although the home still retained its original marbled oak trim. And marbled marble.

      Black Pine had always been a resort town for rich Southerners and rich carpetbaggers to escape Georgia's heat. At some point in the late nineteenth century, building castle-like homes in the mountains had trended. Mountain palaces made for great views and free air conditioning. Vanderbilt's Biltmore mansion was just a couple of hours north in Asheville. Lookout Mountain had the Krystal mansion.

      The Peanut Mansion was no exception. Maybe it had been the rule.

      Misty took a split to follow the path to the lower parking garage. Nash kept to the front circular drive and parked his Silverado before the granite walkway to the house. After shooing off the valet, he shoved his keys into his pocket and opened my door. I bounded out and we hoofed it to the front door where, surprisingly, Vicki answered.

      In an ankle-length, black and white silk dress with an attached asymmetrical cape, she was dressed more for a red carpet run than an at-home gathering. Her makeup was flawless and professional. Her blonde, shoulder-length hair was pulled back into an elaborate twist.

      "Valentino?" I said. "I thought you were serving burgers."

      "Yes. We finished eating, so don't worry about how you look, Maizie. I'm sure they'll understand."

      "I wasn't—" I wasn't until now.

      We stepped through the massive wooden door and onto the parquet fitted to look like a giant peanut vine. And halted. An eight-foot-wide columnar aquarium stretched from the floor to the second-story balcony overlooking the foyer.

      "This is…new." My gaze followed a school of clownfish flitting from a coral sculpture to a life-size treasure chest that opened and shut with a burst of bubbles. Exposing what appeared to be a booty of gold coins and pearls.

      I gasped. "Are those real?"

      "Really, Maizie. Costume jewelry?" Vicki crossed the parquet to point at the bottom of the coral reef tank. "Look."

      "I can't not look." A parrotfish flashed by followed by a butterflyfish.

      "What's the emergency?" Nash folded his arms. "Misty said you were frantic."

      "I am." Vicki's eyebrow rose fractionally. Which was all the Botox could afford her. "Positively."

      Spying a school of angelfish, I scooted to the edge of the tank.

      "Don't put your hands on the glass, Maizie," said Vicki. "And stop goggling the fish."

      "Goggling?" I said. "But that's what an aquarium⁠—"

      "Look." Her Dior Passion red nail flicked out and pointed to something on the gravel floor. "There's a bullet in my coral reef tank."

      Nash crossed the foyer and squatted to study Vicki's find.

      I leaned over him. "That's not a bullet. It's a casing."

      “Nine-millimeter by the look of it," said Nash. "But that's not a Luger. Odd."

      "My beautiful dragon fish pushed it up with his nose. Charles might try to eat the bullet," said Vicki. "Do you know what that could do to a fish?"

      "This is the emergency?" Nash rose and turned to face Vicki.

      "You named a fish Charles?" I said.

      Vicki waved at the tank, billowing her cape. "Charles is a super red Arowana dragon fish. They're the Fabergé of the fish world. Get it out before he eats it."

      Something buzzed through the treasure chest's bubbles and I followed it around to the side of the tank. "It's Dory." I flicked a glance at Vicki. "You didn't get the rights to the real Dory? That's not a thing, right?"

      "Aren't you wondering how a bullet casing got in your fish tank?" Nash strode to the oak and marble staircase that wrapped around the foyer.

      "I'm wondering." I watched Nash bound up the stairs and cross the gallery to stand above us. "Also, I'm wondering who's at this dinner party?"

      "Just my house guests and a few of their associates from Unlucky 18. Producer, director, and stars. They wanted to eat American food." She shrugged.

      "A dinner with burgers, Valentino, and gunplay?"

      "Of course not, Maizie. Who do I know that has a gun?"

      "Me," I said. "Nash. Daddy. Daddy's wife. And you live in Georgia now, so probably your neighbors."

      "I mean know know." Vicki rolled her eyes. "It's ludicrous. No one I associate with would drop a bullet casing in my fish tank."

      "Unless they were trying to shoot your fish."

      "Why would someone do that?" Vicki sucked in a breath. "Oh my God, Charles. They could've broken the glass. Killed my precious babies. My historic parquet would have been ruined. Who would do such a thing?"

      "It does seem pretty ridiculous." I narrowed my eyes, searching for this red fish. Feeling ridiculously put out by her theatrics, I added a dash of Julia Pinkerton snark. "But you never know. Does Charles have any enemies?"

      "This tank is open at the top." Nash leaned over. "Doesn't it have a cover?"

      "A cover would ruin the effect of looking into it from the balcony," said Vicki.

      "It's always uncovered."

      "Obviously." She turned back to me. "Really, Maizie."

      "Any water on the floor or the sides of the tank?" said Nash.

      I circled the tank and examined the sides. "No."

      Nash held his arms over the tank like he was aiming a gun, then moved them to point at the tank and other areas in the room. I backed up to watch him, then glanced over my shoulder. I pivoted and walked to the doorway, squinting. Then gasped.

      "Someone wasn't trying to shoot your fish." I rose on my toes and pointed at a spot where the thick wood had splintered near the top hinge. "They were trying to shoot your door."

      "Or trying to shoot someone standing in your foyer," Nash said, bounding down the stairs. He stopped next to me and laid a hand on my shoulder but turned his burning blue gaze on Vicki. "You better hope they missed."
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      "I think you need to tell us more about this dinner," said Nash. "A list of guests and where they're staying would be helpful, too."

      "It couldn't have happened during dinner. We would have heard the gunshot." Vicki peered at the hole in her door. "This door is walnut and an antique."

      Indignation burned inside me. I couldn't contain it. Used to Vicki's callousness, the new hostility I felt troubled me. My ex-therapist Renata would advise a quick listing of Vicki's positive qualities and a gratitude check. I couldn't think of any positive qualities except for the way she could carry off a Valentino on a Thursday. And that didn't seem to help my anger.

      "Maybe you could have someone from special effects make it look like an old bullet hole." I used Julia Pinkerton snark instead of screaming. "You could tell a story of some old family feud from yonder days to explain it."

      "Do you think the National Trust people would believe it?" Rising to her toes, she fingered the splintered wood. "There might be someone who specializes in forgeries, who could replace the bullet with something vintage."

      "What?" I gaped. "I meant for cocktail chat, not to dupe your insurance company."

      "Maizie, if you understood the preservation laws on these old homes, you wouldn't be so glib."

      Nash sighed. "Vicki, aren't you concerned someone shot a firearm in your home?"

      "Of course." Her face strained to scowl. "I'm appalled."

      "Appalled? That someone had the effrontery to shoot your door?" My hands landed on my hips. "Or a guest could have been killed in your foyer by an unknown assailant?"

      Vicki nodded.

      I eyed her, then glanced at Nash. He rubbed the scar on his chin, which told me the same thought likely ran through his mind. This smelled like the Santa Monica Pier. And not just due to the mega-aquarium.

      "Do you have any idea when this might have happened?" said Nash.

      She shrugged. "Charles found the bullet. That reminds me. I'd like you to install some kind of motion detectors on the tank, so this doesn't happen again." She pursed her lips. "Poor Charles."

      "Motion detectors on an aquarium? You do realize, they are always swimming." I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Oh, sure. We'll just add it to our list. After everything else."

      "Do that."

      Nash pointed at an unobtrusive panel near the door. "It looks like your alarm system isn't engaged."

      "Not inside the house. I have guests staying and I can't always be turning the alarms on and off. They come and go as they please. The outside security is enough."

      Nash's nostrils flared. "You've spent more than a million on a security system you're not using? You had the walls reinforced, put in steel doors, and painted your art thingamajigs with your DNA, for cripes sake."

      "Which is why I feel perfectly safe not to have the inside alarms on. Aren't the radars and whatnots outside enough?" Vicki pivoted. Her skirt
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