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  About the Boxset

Hollywood Whodunit - 4 Book Collection



Prime Time Murder

Becky always imagined rubbing elbows with movie stars when she moved to L.A. to chase her dream. What she didn’t predict was being linked to a Hollywood hunk accused of murder.



Stand-In Murder

A house sitter is found dead in a ritzy California mansion and the police are eager to sweep her suicide under the rug. But when amateur sleuth Becky Robinson notices inconsistencies at the crime scene, she makes it her mission to prove murder.



Music City Murder

In a family of overachievers, it’s difficult to measure up. Especially if you’re a no-name actress desperate for approval. So, when Becky Robinson’s country music star cousin is accused of murder, she jumps at the chance to travel to Nashville, save the day, and prove her place in the family.



Trap Door Murder

All Becky Robinson wants is a quiet night in Las Vegas with her ex-boyfriend. Not a lot to ask. But when a magician ends up dead in the middle of his show, it’s up to her and her team to solve the murder.



      [image: image-placeholder]
Collect all the Brittany E. Brinegar Cozy Mystery Boxsets!

Spies of Texas Volume 1: Books 1-3

Hollywood Whodunit Volume 1: Books 1-4

Hollywood Whodunit Volume 2: Books 5-7

Robinson Family Detective Agency: Books 1-6
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  1
Murder on the Set


I moved to California with a clear set of goals: find an agent, land a television show, and become a star actress. Easy peasy. 
My mother, a high-powered attorney, was less enthused by my grand plan. She told me I’d fall flat on my face if I chased my Hollywood dream. And she was right. At least the dead body broke my fall.
L.A. greeted me with sunshine, palm trees, and the exhilarating smell of possibility. I sashayed into the studio for my first day, and I couldn’t wipe the grin from my face. Years of community theater and home movies led me to this moment. I flashed my official all-access pass at the gym rat security guard, the girl operating the taco truck, and anyone who glanced my way. For the first time, I didn’t need to sneak onto the lot with a tour group. I belonged.
Balancing a tray of coffees and a sack of baked goodies, I struggled to grip the heavy door of the sound stage. I wedged my sneaker into the crack and nudged the opening. “Come on. I got you now.” The thick metal inched as I tucked the sack under my chin to free my other hand.
Coffee sloshed over the tiny drinking hole and splattered dangerously close to the sleeve of my chic pink sweater. “That was way too close.”
How embarrassing would it be to show up on my first day with a giant stain on my shirt? I shook my head, thrilled to avert disaster. I lunged for the handle to try again.
The studio door busted open, smacking me in the nose as an assistant in a headset bustled outside. Bagels spilled from the sack and bounced across the gravel walkway. 
Headset’s eyes rolled into the back of his head like an angsty teen on a family sitcom when the parents did something embarrassing. “Awesome job, Coffee Girl.”
I chased the runaways and my dignity and blew off the dirt. “I don’t suppose the three-second rule applies?” 
The assistant claimed an espresso and studied the order taped to my bag. His bushy eyebrows knit together. “Your delivery is to Studio 12, Prime Suspect. This is 3.”
“Oops.” I lifted my shoulders. “My first day.”
“But you hide it so well.”
“Think we can keep the bagel incident between us?”
He slurped from the to-go cup.
I eyed the name on the cardboard sleeve. “You don’t look like a Sally.”
“Nope, but she has good taste. Is this dark roast?”
“Yeah…”
“Thanks for the coffee. You saved me a trip.” He grabbed the drink carrier, stole the other three orders, and slapped money into my hand. 
He disappeared into the sound stage before I managed an intelligent retort or even a ‘Hey!’. I unfolded a wrinkled Lincoln. “Five bucks? This doesn’t cover the barista’s tip.”
Returning to the coffee cart, I started from scratch. I smiled at the goth girl manning the counter. “You’re probably wondering why I’m back so soon.”
“Not really.”
I slid the handwritten order and minimized the chitchat. When the movies romanticized the glamour of Hollywood, they tended to skip the ‘paying your dues’ part. When I packed up my car and drove west, I envisioned red carpets and filming in front of a live studio audience—more screen time and fewer errands. At least the role of gopher got me near a television show—acting adjacent.
Stars always told exciting stories about catching big breaks at the mall or while walking dogs. Or how building cabinets led to a space smuggler known as Han Solo.
Maybe today would be my turn. My mouth twisted as I imagined delivering the coffee, saying something witty, and the director recognizing my irresistible charm.
I shook the daydream. Get real, Becky. The odds of that happening are about as high as you cracking the unsolved murder of the Black Dahlia. 
Chills ran down my spine as I recalled the details of the case and the unsatisfying ending. Unsolved being in the title should have clued me into the premise.
“Hello? Don’t you want your stuff?” Goth girl asked.
“See you in about ten minutes.” I smiled, but her blank face ruined our repartee. “Because this was already my second attempt at delivering this order…” I cleared my throat. “Thanks.”
Don’t count on your silver tongue to impress people. My nerves intensified. Maybe something witty would pop into my mind tomorrow. My first day at the new job came with enough pressure without adding fantasies of my big break. As long as I didn’t kill anyone or fall and make a fool of myself, I would call it a success. 
Way to aim high and shoot for the moon. Why did the little voice in my head sound like my disappointed mother? Save that question for your shrink when you are rich, famous, and unhappy. There she was again.
With a better grip on my delivery, I asked for directions to Studio 12. A creepy, one-armed clown sent me down the wrong path into a dead-end alleyway. Shocker.
Lost with a tray of chilling coffee, I locked eyes with a security guard. When he ignored my existence, I whistled. “Excuse me, can you point me in the right direction?”
“I don’t work here.” He glared as if I were a clown with one arm and hurried off. Fooled by another costume. Great.
After wandering for a few minutes, I finally found the trailers for Prime Suspect. Despite dipping ratings and swirling rumors of cast conflict, the television show entered a second season on a streaming platform. But never underestimate the power of a cliffhanger to keep a show alive. The first year of the cop drama ended with the killer in handcuffs. Thin evidence, shoddy police work, and a questionable confession hinted at a season two acquittal. Not an intuitive leap since the biggest star played the killer.
I slipped through a side entrance without incident. “Gotta love the inventor of the ‘push’ door.” 
Darkness greeted me, and my stomach sank. Where was everyone? I contorted to yank my sleeve before remembering I didn’t do watches. 
My call time was 8:30. But as I drifted to sleep the night before, I worried about traffic, getting lost, messing up the breakfast order, and every other doomsday event, so I calculated a cushion. Even with the mishaps, I arrived hours before schedule. And for those who knew me, arriving anywhere on time required a minor miracle. Early arrivals necessitated divine intervention.
The simplest explanation was that my body continued to operate on Texas time despite a month in the sunshine state… no, that’s Florida. What’s California? I tilted my head, unsure of their nickname. Based on Headset Man, Goth Barista, and the one-armed clown, it didn’t involve friendliness. 
I squinted through the darkness and shuffled my feet. If I managed to reach my back pocket, I could flip on my iPhone flashlight. The tray wobbled, and I gently placed it on a table beside a platter of gourmet muffins from craft services. They looked and smelled better than the stale bagels in my paper sack.
A thumping in the distance produced a high-pitched yip. “Is someone there?” I scrambled for the coffee, determined to save it from whatever creep crawly lurked in the shadows. I’d rather die than return to the coffee cart for a third time. Finding it again would also pose a problem. 
Thwack!
“There it is again.” My heart raced, and my stomach clenched as I slipped further into the warehouse. “Hello?”
Sets, dressing rooms, and offices formed a labyrinth of Hollywood magic. I opened a thin door with a plywood backing and entered the gritty New York squad room set. With a sigh of relief, I pinpointed the noise. A slowly oscillating fan spun a squeaky desk chair.
I shook my arms, loosening my stressed muscles, and vowed to stop being so jittery. I had an entire TV set all to myself. Why not enjoy it? A smile crept across my face as an urge hit me. I placed the coffee carrier on a teetering stack of books and eased into the station. I recognized every inch of the space from binge-watching the first season.
I plopped in the chair belonging to a tall, blond, handsome cop and propped my feet on the desk. I sat in the same chair as my TV crush. My eyes widened. What if I got to meet him? Imagine the incoherent babbling.
Before my bubble burst, I snapped a selfie to prove I made it on the set. My friends back home would freak. Maybe one day, I wouldn’t need to pretend. Although if I was acting on the show, it technically would still be pretending…
It’s a nice moment, don’t overthink it.
I pocketed my phone and returned to the director’s bay. My eyes blinked at movement in the shadows. “Is someone there?”
Out of nowhere, a hooded figure barreled into me. Coffee flew into the air as I slid across the slick, tiled floor. Hot liquid covered my jeans.
“Hey, watch out!”
Footsteps faded, and a sliver of sunlight spilled into the studio as the door burst open. A scruffy dog whizzed by, barking at the shadow’s heels. 
I scrambled for my phone and activated the flashlight. Coffee and bagels littered the floor in a soggy mess, staining the carpet of a living room set.
“First day, and you ruin the main character’s rug. Nice work, Becky. You’re going to get fired before the start of your shift.”
My gaze lifted to red-soled shoes sticking out from under the coffee table. My breath caught in my throat as I clambered to my feet. If I interrupted filming, I could kiss the job goodbye.
A woman sprawled on the floor. Ghost white. 
My brow furrowed. Shooting required rolling cameras, a bustling crew, and stage lights, none of which were present. I edged closer to the woman. The makeup department did wonders. It was eerie how much she resembled a real murder victim. 
“Excuse me?” Recognition fluttered. Why did the star of the show, season one’s accused killer, wallow on the floor in a pool of fake blood? “Maria Sinclair?”
I kicked the bottom of her red sole stiletto. No response. The glassy-eyed stare confirmed my worst fears. “Yup. I’m so fired.”
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Witness or Suspect?


My heart hammered in my chest as I approached the star actress. Dark brown hair partially covered the wound on her forehead. My stomach coiled. I’d seen enough murder mysteries to recognize the signs—no doubt about it. Maria Sinclair was the victim of a homicide. 
I dialed 911 as I searched for a pulse, just in case my M.D. from Grey’s Anatomy led me astray. Flipping my phone to speaker mode, I described her condition to the operator. “She’s unresponsive, and I can’t find a heartbeat.”
"Okay, stay calm. Help is on the way. Are you able to perform CPR?”
I removed my sweater and rolled up my sleeves. “I think so.” Despite the hopelessness, I did as instructed and performed chest compressions.
Within minutes, paramedics arrived and pushed me aside. A grim headshake emanated from one to the other, and they radioed for the police department. 
For the next hour, I endured endless questioning from uniformed officers, detectives, and finally, the man in charge. 
A short, red-haired fellow with gray in his temples flashed a badge. “Agent Cornwallis, CBI. You the girl who, ah, found the body?”
My gaze remained transfixed on the forensics experts dusting for prints, snapping photographs, and placing crime scene markers near important clues. Recognition flickered at the acronym. “CBI?”
“California Bureau of Investigation.” He grabbed my elbow and directed me to the craft services table, out of view of the commotion. “We assist in high-profile matters.”
My mouth tilted. “Until a minute ago, I thought the state agency was fictional. Did you bring Patrick Jane with you?”
“Who?”
“The fake psychic from The Mentalist. The TV show.” I swallowed at the detective’s lack of humor and my inappropriate timing. Switching tactics, I lowered my vocal pitch to cop-speak. “I discovered Miss Sinclair upon arrival on the set this morning.”
Agent Cornwallis unbuttoned his blazer and shoved a hand in his pocket, wrinkling the pleat of his trousers. Despite his relaxed demeanor, his icy gaze pierced into me. “You work on the show?”
“Sort of.”
“Really?” A smile formed but didn’t reach his eyes. “Actor or writer?” He snagged a muffin from the buffet and pinched a corner. Crumbs clung to his tie and dotted his scuffed shoes.
“Aspiring actress.”
“I’m a screenwriter myself.” Cornwallis bounced on the balls of his feet, trying to size me up. “On the side, I mean. I’m pitching this pilot about an everyday working stiff who falls headlong into a drug-smuggling ring…”
A uniformed officer cleared his throat. “Agent Cornwallis, you asked me to inform you when the cast arrived.”
“Yeah, yeah. Let me finish with the witness.” He tapped his notepad, and his face hardened. “So, you discovered Miss Sinclair around 7:30? Did you notice anything odd or suspicious?”
“As I told the officer, a hooded figure bumped into me, spilling my coffee everywhere.” I waved a hand over my caramel-coated clothing. “Oh, and a dog barked too.”
“Did you get a look at the guy?”
“Between the hood and the darkness, no.” I tiptoed and displayed the suspect’s height. When you clocked in at five-feet-zero, everyone older than thirteen towered over you like a giant. “At least five-foot-nine. I can’t say if it was a man or a woman.”
“After the suspect knocked into you, what happened?”
“I found the body and called 911.”
“How well did you know Miss Sinclair?”
“I watched her on the show but never met her.”
Cornwallis’ brow twitched. “Aren’t you colleagues? I thought you acted on Prime Suspect.”
I snorted. “No, sir. I’m an assistant. Part-time and I hop around to different departments depending on need. Or at least I will if I get asked back for a second shift.”
“Are you responsible for these marvelous muffins?” He took a giant bite. “Is that chamomile and honey?”
“I’m not sure. My contribution is the bag of stale bagels.”
He closed his notebook and stuffed it in his breast pocket beside a mustard stain. “That’s all for now, Miss Roberson.”
“Robinson,” I corrected. “Becky Robinson.”
“We got your digits. M…my office will call you with any more questions.” He signaled to a cop. “Anders, you said the victim’s boyfriend works here?”
“The ex-boyfriend.” The officer lowered his voice. “There was trouble in paradise.”
My ears perked at the gossip. I didn’t follow tabloid news, but my roommate updated me on the juiciest tidbits. Maria Sinclair dated co-star Justin Woods for the last six months. Did a nasty breakup make him the prime suspect?
The cops drifted out of earshot, and the associate producer snuck up behind me. I muffled a yelp. 
“Did I frighten you?”
“Sorry, I’m jumpy.”
“What do you think you’re doing, Miss Robinson?” 
“Excuse me?” 
Extras, stand-ins, and other menial roles referred to Sherry Newton as the dragon lady. As fire spewed from her mouth, I couldn’t disagree. “Why are you standing around?”
“The police needed to interview me.”
She spread her arms. “I don’t see them now, do you?” The sugary Georgia accent warred with her biting tone. “We pay you to do a job. We fall behind, and the show loses money. If we’re no longer profitable, the studio pulls the plug. Do you want that on your conscience?”
“The star actress is dead.”
“And you won’t be taking her place. So how does your job change?” A jet-black eyebrow arched. “It doesn’t. When filming resumes, the staff should be ready. A meeting is beginning down the hall. If you want a second day on the set, you should probably hurry.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
My sneakers stuck to the floor with every step. The sticky coffee spill left a trail of residue wherever I wandered—a handy sound effect to remind me of my failures.
I entered the meeting and smoothed my frazzled hair. I spent three days picking out my outfit, like a kid starting a new school year. Despite careful planning, my first impression turned out worse than I imagined. Not only was I the klutzy errand girl, but I would forever be the person who found the star actress dead on the set. This wasn’t how my Hollywood dream was supposed to unfold. I wanted to be noticed for my acting ability, not because I stumbled into a crime scene.
I couldn’t shake the unease. The idea that someone I worked with could be a murderer gnawed at me. My stomach knotted. And what if they thought I had something to do with it? I needed this job to survive in L.A. and prove to myself and my mother that I could make it in Hollywood. 
My chest tightened. My lifelong dreams teetered like a knife balancing on the edge of its blade. One wrong move, and it would all be over.

      [image: image-placeholder]An hour after quitting time, I strolled through my apartment and tossed the keys in our designated bowl. “L.A. traffic is no joke.”
My roommate wandered into the living room, phone pressed to her ear. “No, Ma. Becky is the one with a job on Prime Suspect, not me. I’m not an actress.”
I waved, passing along a signal to say hi to her mom. I crashed on the hand-me-down couch, too tired to change my caramel-covered clothes.
“Okay, bye. I love you too.” Lois Vo, my best friend from college, sunk into the recliner, drained from the conversation. “My mother is telling everyone who will listen that I got a role on Prime Suspect, which isn’t remotely true. I hate talking in front of crowds. I would be the worst possible actress. I’m a director… of sorts. If I can ever get past that pesky fear of public speaking.”
“What about me? Did you explain I’m only a coffee girl?”
“Next time.” She nudged my foot. “How was your first day? I’m dying of suspense.”
“Funny you should phrase it that way.”
“Why?”
I cocked my head. “You really didn’t hear yet?”
“No? How would I? It’s not like I assigned a team of spies to watch the studio lot.”
“It went exactly how you might expect.” I forced a smile. “I fetched coffee for the second-second assistant director and his unit of minions. I dropped a bag of bagels twice. Some guy in a headset stole my order. I found a dead body. Spilled coffee all over myself…”
“Wait, back up. You what?”
“Spilled. Everywhere. I smell like caramel. Just ask the trail of ants that followed me home.”
“Hilarious, Beckers. You found a body?” Her almond-shaped eyes widened. “Like a prop, right?”
“A real, formerly alive person. The police are tight-lipped, which obviously means homicide.”
“Hold on while I grab the popcorn. This is juicy.” Lois tossed long black hair over her shoulder. “I mean tragic.” 
“Just us here, Lo-Vo. No need to mince words.”
“Yeah, but I probably shouldn’t be so excited by a murder.”
“Don’t worry, just another box checked on your psycho-evaluation.”
“Moving beyond my horror, fill me in. Who was murdered? Who did it? What was their motive?”
“Well, as is the case on every cop show, we solved the crime at the scene where the killer confessed and detailed their entire plan. Much like a Scooby-Doo villain.”
“I can Google the incident if you refuse to take this seriously.”
I hugged the pillow on my lap. “Maria Sinclair.”
“No.” Lois gasped. “Well, this significantly changes her cliffhanger ending.”
“It’s so strange.”
She shrugged. “I could see it.”
“What?”
“Someone murdering Maria Sinclair.”
“Why? She’s a fan favorite. Because of her popularity, the powers that be decided to bring her back for the second season.”
“Yeah, fans loved her. But I heard the cast couldn’t stand her. She demanded a bump in salary and control over her character arc. She told a gossip magazine Prime Suspect is doomed without her. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the other actors or writers did her in.”
“Flimsy motive.”
“People kill for much less.”
I chewed my lower lip. As a big fan of the show, I didn’t want to believe anyone in the cast was capable of murder, but I needed to remain objective. I rolled my eyes. Why? It wasn’t as if I planned to solve the case. “I overheard a cop mention she and Justin Woods split.”
“Now, that’s news to me.” Lois slapped her armrest. “I'm so jealous. You always luck out with the best jobs.”
“I wouldn’t call what I’m doing glamorous.”
“You are in the middle of a Hollywood whodunit—a true-crime story. You are a fly on the wall for the investigation. What more could you want?”
“I’m not sure the series will continue. I might be out of a job by Monday.”
“Not to say people are cold, but if the studio can make money, the show goes on. This kind of press is ratings gold.”
“Half the crew quit today.”
“Why?”
“The whole murder thing scared them off.”
“Whimps.” Lois leaped from her chair. “Does this mean there’s a job opening? You can put in a good word with your boss. I’ll do anything.”
“A good word? About you? Let me think.” I twisted my mouth. “You’re a hoarder. You never clean the apartment. You don’t cook. You steal my chips, no matter where I hide them…”
“You’re listing roommate problems. I do have some positive traits, too.”
“Which are?”
“Well, you know. I aspire to direct one day. Any job in showbiz helps.” Lois possessed many admirable qualities, including humility, which prevented her from bragging.
“I’ll talk to the associate producer on your behalf.”
“Thank you.” She hugged my neck.
“Fair warning, Sherry hates me, and my recommendation might be a nail in your coffin.”
“How could anyone possibly hate you?”
“Right? I’m delightful.” I shrugged. “She either suspects me of the murder, or she despises everyone by default.”
“Gosh, I didn’t even ask. You didn’t do it, did you?”
“What can I say? I had a busy morning.” I pinched my chin. “Who do you suspect? Based on the incredibly reliable gossip chain you subscribe to?”
“The Hollywood Hunk.”
“What a cheesy nickname.”
“But accurate considering the poster on your wall.” Lois dropped beside me on the couch. “Did you meet him yet?”
“Justin Woods? No.”
“We both know you’re dying to meet your TV crush. Don’t deny it.”
“I’m excited to meet anyone from the show.”
“Justin spent most of season one in a supporting role. This year, his storyline involves promotion to detective. He’s getting much more buzz, on the cusp of stardom.”
“So, he murders his ex-girlfriend who hogged screen time?”
“One of the many possibilities. Which you might consider if you weren’t in love with him.” Lois rotated her shoulders. “This is why you need me on set.”
I snorted. “You think we can solve this before the police? Based on secondhand gossip from grocery store magazines.”
“Hello? You were a detective in your hometown.”
I rolled my eyes. “My friends and I played detective as teenagers. Huge difference.”
“You playacted quite well. How many bad guys did you put behind bars?”
My mind flickered to the past. “Enough. But I was a minor character in their story. The twins are the real investigators.”
“Okay, Eeyore. I’m solving this case with or without you.” Lois grinned. “After you get me the job on set, of course.”
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Backlot Shenanigans


I fumbled for my house key as my phone buzzed in my pocket. Balancing a bag of groceries, I spilled into the apartment. I missed the table by the door, and one of the bags crashed to the ground. Two Gala apples rolled across the hardwood, but I answered in the nick of time. “Hello?” 
“Becky, it’s your favorite grandfather calling.”
“Papa Beau! How are you?”
“Fine. Enduring your mother’s cooking most nights when my stomach doesn’t object.” The soft Texas accent soothed and reminded me of home. “How’s life in Hollyweird?”
I smiled at the crack. “Eventful.”
“I only visited once for a rodeo. They rigged the Broncs for the hometown boys. The only time I ever got seriously injured during a ride. You couldn’t drag me back with the promise of a million bucks.”
Beaumont Parker was a pure Texas cowboy, from his Resistol hat to his Justin boots. He hit the circuits at seventeen and never looked back—not until his body's wear and tear caught up to him.
“It’s not so bad, Papa. And if you want to catch my face on the movie screen, this is where I need to be.”
“They’re lucky to have your pretty face on loan.” He added the last part, so I remembered California couldn’t keep me. “How’s your new job on my favorite show going?”
My pulse thumped. If my family, mainly my mother, learned about the murder, she might drag me home. “Fine and dandy. I took a selfie on the set before anyone else arrived. Perched at a desk in the squad room with my best stern cop expression.”
“This I need to see.”
I laughed. “Sure. I’ll send it to you later.”
“Seen any stars yet?”
“One.” Did a dead body count?
“Anyone I might know? Remember that all these new actors run together and don’t interest me much.”
“Um. I’m not sure you’ve heard of her.”
“What are you hiding? I can hear something funny in your voice.”
Papa Beau moved in with us after some health problems and my parents’ divorce. As a young girl, I snuck into his room to borrow his rodeo buckles. Despite the large quantity, he always spotted one missing. And could tell when I lied.
I sucked in a breath.  “Someone on the set was murdered.”
“Who? Somebody in the cast?”
“Maria Sinclair.”
“No kiddin’? Scuttlebutt is she might return for another season. Did the cops catch the guy yet?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why do you sound so uninterested? You always loved a mystery. Or have you forgotten old Lake Falls already?”
I curled my hair on my finger. “I’m interested. But I can’t go snooping around the crime scene because I’m curious.”
“Says who?”
“Papa! Are you trying to get me in trouble? Cops tend to frown on civilians butting into police investigations.”
“What happened to those friends of yours? The ones you played detective with?”
“We grew up and went our separate ways. And playing detective is the key phrase.”
“Oh, boy. You solved some humdingers.” He whistled. “Crime-fighting is in your blood. My daddy, Bo, told some mind-blowing stories. He’s a man who garnered respect everywhere he went.”
“About his time in the Navy?”
“Those are interesting too. But his best tales came from sometime after. One day, I’ll tell you more.” He released his belly laugh. “Call it an incentive for you to visit.”
“I don’t need a bribe, Papa Beau. I plan to come home often.”
“So, you gonna dig into this murder?”
“Maybe.”
The TV in the background clicked off. “Your mother’s car pulled into the garage, so I gotta pretend I’m sleeping. She insists I need an afternoon nap.” He chuckled. “And that’s a yes. I can already tell you’re hooked.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I arrived for my second day on the set with fewer nerves. After what happened in my debut, nothing could shake me. The phrase ‘it can only go up from here’ rattled inside my mind.
On take two, I enjoyed my stroll through the iconic studio gate. That lasted all of two minutes until a security guard stopped me. 
He leaned out of his booth. “ID?”
I fumbled my purse. “It’s here somewhere.” I glanced behind me as the line piled up. “Sorry. I’m new. This is only my second day on Prime Suspect.”
“Oh, then you must have heard about the tragedy yesterday.”
I twisted to the fella a few people back. Tall, nerdy, and delivering a paper sack from Golden Petals Bakery. “A little bit.”
“The whole cast is broken up over it,” he said.
I dumped the contents of my purse on the counter and sorted through eight tubes of identical light pink lip gloss, tissues, spare change, and CVS receipts. No badge. “Do you work on the show, too?” 
“Was it my Hollywood good looks that fooled you?” He lifted his prominent nose. “Or maybe my Orphan Annie hair.”
“You’re funny, so comedy writer?”
“I work for Ashton Ashley.”
“The actress?”
“Paul is president of her fan club,” the security guard said. “Comes by a couple of times a week with treats. Usually, he shares.”
Paul removed a lemon bar from the paper sack. “I could never forget you, Terrance.”
I chewed my lip as I concluded my search. “So, how would a girl go about getting a new pass if she hypothetically lost the old one?”
“You work for Sherry Newton?” Terrance asked. “The girl who found the body?”
I nodded.
He jerked a thumb. “Go on in. I wouldn’t want your termination on my conscience.”
“Thanks.”
Paul flashed an official pass. “Take a cookie and a fan club button. It’s a long trek to Studio 12.”
I bit into the fancy mint chocolate chip. “Aren’t we going in the same direction?”
“No, I’m heading to Ashton Ashley’s trailer.” He waved. “Nice meeting you.”
My brow creased. What was Ashton doing on set? The cast was given the day off to mourn, and we had no idea when filming would resume. Suspicion bubbled in my gut.
The actress with two first names was a new addition to Prime Suspect. She and Sinclair engaged in an infamous social media feud spanning a decade or more. It originated when they were child stars up for the same Crystal Sun award. Like Bette and Joan, the teen years. But recently, they mended their relationship. However, some suspected only for show. 
My thoughts clouded as I made my way across the lot, an entire outdoor area constructed to resemble New York City. A few blocks later, I entered downtown Chicago. A hop, skip, and a jump hurled me back in time to the Old West. The lot amazed me, and I contemplated joining a guided tour.
As the tethered golf cart whizzed by, I waved like a real movie star. The tourists oohed and aahed as they snapped my picture. Whispers asked about my identity, and their guesses intrigued me. The prevailing answer seemed to be one of the Emma actresses.
I attempted a wink and a pose. Knowing my luck, the photographer probably caught me in the perfect millisecond to morph my face into a Frankenstein monster.
A movie shoot on a neighboring street drew my attention. A stuntman dangled from a building and dove on the mattress below. The actor popped into the frame, dusting off his jacket and reloading his weapon.
Despite the murder on the lot the previous day, the cameras continued to roll. While the Prime Suspect cast took a few days to mourn, writers retooled the script, and Sherry ordered the lowly crew to return and prepare. As I wandered the grounds, I ran through my spiel on why she should hire Lois, hoping I wouldn’t squash my friend’s chances.
A dog barked inside an old west saloon—a familiar yelp. As I entered, I maneuvered my Ray-Ban look-alikes to the top of my head. “Here, doggy dog! Are you in here?” I peered around a corner, checking for rolling cameras. The last thing I needed was to interrupt filming. “Puppy?”
A bark and a whimper answered.
I dug through my messenger bag for a peanut butter granola bar. I tore into the package and broke off a corner. “Come here, puppy. I got a yummy treat.”
The dog edged from the shadows. A loveable, shaggy creature. Folded ears with brown and white coloring. A spot covered the left eye. The adorable Jack Russell Terrier was not more than six months old.  
I tossed a tiny piece of the goodie and created a trail back to me. “This worked in Hansel and Gretel. But don’t worry, I’m not a witch.” I demonstrated my lack of powers with a Samantha Stevens nose twitch, a Jeanie arm fold, and a Sabrina point. None of which activated supernatural abilities.
One at a time, the pup nibbled the trail. I extended my hand with the last piece and rubbed behind velvet ears. “What a sweet girl.” I checked for a collar. “What’s your name? Are you a show dog?”
She slurped the peanut butter wrapper, requesting more.
“Sit. Roll over. Shake.” No command prompted a response. “So probably not an actor.” I stroked her back and ran my hands through coarse fur. As she grew accustomed to me, she licked my hand. “You look like the pup who flew by me the other day. Are you a witness to Maria Sinclair’s murder?”
Red stained the dog’s paws. “Perhaps more than a witness, Spot?”
She frowned at the name.
“Okay, you’re right, too generic. I’ll keep thinking. In the meantime, I need to call you something better than ‘dog.’ It worked for Columbo, but you’re not a Basset Hound. Any suggestions?”
I dug into my pocket and snapped a picture of the pup and the potential blood on her paws. Her ears perked at the chirp of my camera. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you. We’ll find your family. I’m sure a cutie pie like you is chipped.”
I patted my hip to test if she would follow. A wag of her dipped tail said she might. “Let’s locate Agent Cornwallis. He might be interested in meeting you.” I opened the saloon door, and the terrier bolted. “Hey! We made a deal.”
I raced behind her, kicking up dust on the Wild West street. With ears flapping in the breeze, she hit the New York pavement at record speed. By the time I reached Brooklyn, she vanished. Shielding my eyes from the sun, I scanned the lot.
My watch buzzed with a five-minute warning alarm. If I arrived late for the staff meeting, Sherry would freak out. “You and me ain’t done, Cutie Pie. I’ll be back.”
Like a galloping horse, I dashed for Studio 12. On my way, I threw a shoe and ate pavement. “Real smooth, Becky.” I massaged the rip in my straight-leg jeans, hoping the hole looked like the expensive, premade variety. Bouncing barefoot, I searched for the strewn ballet flat.
“This yours?” A man in a Dodgers baseball cap, sunglasses, and a five o’clock shadow hovered over me.
“Yeah, I’m a regular Cinderella.” I ceased the ridiculous hopping and touched my foot to the flaming blacktop.
“What did you hit, a moving truck?” He closed the gap and displayed my shoe. The material gashed down the center as if it passed through a shredder.
I shoved my toes into the ruined footwear. “Where’s a cobbler when you need one?” I wouldn’t make five feet with a flopping flat.
“You might try Festus, the Best Ye Olde Shoemaker in Dodge City.”
“A. Festus is a deputy on Gunsmoke. B. I just came from the old west and found a ghost town.”
He snapped his fingers. “Thought I might sneak it by you. Not many people catch a Gunsmoke reference anymore.”
“My grandpa lived with us growing up. Satellite TV features a channel running Gunsmoke and Bonanza all day long. I caught all 600 episodes. Twice.”
He laughed and pointed to my shoe. “I’m no cobbler, but I think I can help. What size are you?”
“I wear a… sev… eight… and a half.” I grimaced. “Spare me the snickering. I never grew into my feet. Eight is an average woman’s shoe size. Not considered big feet if I wasn’t vertically challenged.”
“I didn’t say a word.” His eyebrows twitched over his shades. “Give me a minute, and I’ll try to find you something to wear. I think I saw a clown dressing room around here somewhere.”
“Funny.”
The mysterious stranger returned a few minutes later with sneakers dangling over his shoulder by the string. “I couldn’t find any clown shoes, but I did locate these.”
“Perfect. Thank you.”
“I figured sneakers are the safest choice. I bring you the six-inch heels, and I’m looking at a lawsuit for reckless endangerment.”
I double-knotted the laces. “Thanks for the help, Prince Charming.” I coughed. “Not because you’re charming or a prince. You might be, I don’t know. It’s just a reference… you know, from the Cinderella story because I lost my flat and she forgot her glass slipper. I can’t imagine how she continued with one shoe, hurry or not.”
He chuckled and touched a hand to his baseball cap. “You’re welcome. And if I ever need to find you again, I got this.” He held my shredded ballet flat.
I backed away and checked my watch. No time for babbling with tall, blond, and handsome. I was way past the time of turning into a pumpkin.

      [image: image-placeholder]I entered the meeting, and my mind remained fixated on the encounter with the mysterious stranger. As an aspiring actress, you’d think I could dial down the dorky factor on command. Not true. I would be thrilled if I ever found the off switch for my awkward trait.
Sneaking through the door, I slipped into an open seat. I craned my neck to read my neighbor’s handout.
Sherry Newton shoved glasses to the tip of her nose. “The producers want me to mention the availability of a therapist. If any of you people who have never met Maria Sinclair feel concerned enough to share your emotions with a professional, the option is available to you. Although colleagues and friends will take precedence, so expect to wait in line.”
Agent Cornwallis entered the conference room. “We’re ready for the interviews.”
“Already? This is the one time the government chooses to be early? How convenient.” Sherry consulted the time on her phone. “Well, apparently, the CBI has questions for you people that can’t delay any longer. Detective, Agent, what do we call you?”
“Agent Cornwallis.” He clapped his hands. “Afternoon, folks. I…I consider myself a close friend of showbiz and maybe a member one day, so I understand the pressures of your jobs. Miss Sinclair had many comrades on the set, and I hope some of you can shed light on her situation.”
A girl next to me snickered at a buddy. “Friends? More like underlings who answered her every beck and call.”
A hipster with glasses and a beard raised his hands. “Did the coroner rule on COD yet?”
The agent blinked. “COD?”
“Cause of death.” The hipster stroked his beanie. “Don’t you cops use acronyms?”
“Only on TV, pal.” Cornwallis adjusted a polyester necktie. “We haven’t ruled out any possibility. This is early in the investigation.”
Another hand raised. “Is it true Ashton Ashley is the lead suspect?”
“Ah, this, ah, isn’t a Q&A, folks. I’m supposed to be the one asking the questions.” He handed a stack of business cards to the front row. “Pass those out, would ya? Each of yous take my card. Call the office if you think of anything useful. And by that, I mean actionable tips. Did you spot anyone suspicious yesterday morning? Did anybody hang out around Miss Sinclair’s dressing room…”
“They’re looking for suspects. She was totally murdered,” the loudmouth next to me said.
“Now, now don’t start a rumor. We didn’t announce anything official.” Cornwallis smoothed his thinning red hair. “All I’m asking is for information so we can determine what happened yesterday.”
As the meeting dispersed, I hung back to speak with the agent. “Excuse me?”
“Roberson, you got anything new for me?”
“Robinson. Remember how I mentioned a bark before I found the body.”
“Not specifically, but I’m sure I made a note.”
“I bumped into her on another set.”
He scratched above his eyebrow. “Who?”
“The dog. A Jack Russell Terrier.” I flashed the photograph. “She hid inside an old west saloon. I wanted to bring her back with me, but she took off.” I zoomed. “I think she has blood on her feet.”
“I doubt it. No paw prints near the body.”
“Shouldn’t we find her? Maybe she witnessed the murder.”
The agent scoffed. “She’s a dog. Do you expect her to bark at the killer and point him out in a lineup? Come on.”
Did I Bugs Bunny the agent into confirming a homicide?
“So, you have no interest in her?”
“None.”
“Alrighty.” The next time I found Cutie Pie, my duty wouldn’t be to the investigation.
I flagged down Sherry on my way out. “Mrs. Newton, can you spare a moment?”
She glared at me over her glasses. “You arrive late and now value more of my time? Obtain the homework assignment from a classmate.”
“I apologize for my tardiness, but this is regarding another matter. It's important.”
“Proceed.” She flipped her raven hair over her shoulder with an air of impatience.
“If the staff is still short-handed, I can recommend someone for a job. She’s hardworking and detail oriented.”
“By all means. We should put you in charge of all hiring and firing decisions.” She removed a compact from her purse and reapplied lipstick. The shade complimented her dark skin tone. Despite her angry disposition, I had to admit the woman possessed impeccable style. Did everyone in Hollywood make better fashion choices than me?
“I don’t think I’m boss material. People tend to walk all over me when I’m in charge.”
“Color me shocked.” Sherry marched down the hall, clearly dismissing our conversation.
I jogged to catch her. “Can I tell her yes?”
“Did my answer sound like a go-ahead?”
“If I act dense and say yes, will I increase her odds?”
Sherry stopped and turned to face me, her expression softening a tad. “Is she as annoying as you?”
“Definitely not. Lois is a stickler for time. If the invitation says 6:00, she’s at the party before the caterers.”
A slight exaggeration since neither Lois nor I ever went to parties. But the statement held true. My roommate loathed my lack of punctuality.
Sherry’s mouth pursed. “College kids and rabid fans are knocking down our door to land the most menial job on our set. We’re a hot ticket item. Why should your friend warrant special treatment?”
“Do you want annoying students taking selfies at the crime scene and posting them on Instagram? Anyone you hire now is chasing the publicity.”
Sherry paused, her brow furrowing. “Hmm.”
“What?”
She sighed. “I’m surprised. I hate you slightly less than I did five minutes ago.” She swiveled on a killer heel. “Tell your friend to report to HR bright and early in the morn. What’s her name?”
“Lois Vo.” I skipped from the studio and dialed her number. News this exciting shouldn’t be delivered via text message.
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Forensic Evidence


Lois pounded on my bedroom door. “I’m leaving without you in five minutes.” 
I changed my outfit for the third time—a floral sundress, matching magenta sweater, and Keds. “No, you aren’t. Today is my turn with the car. You’re stuck with me.”
“Becky, we can’t be late on my first day. I want to make a strong impression on the dragon lady.”
“Here’s a tip: be sure to call her by the nickname. She’s famous for her superb sense of humor.”
“I’m almost certain you’re giving me bad advice.”
I swung open my door. “Very perceptive, Lo.”
“Why did you change so many times today?” Her eyebrows rose. “Any reason in particular you’re trying to look charming?”
My mind fluttered to the Gunsmoke fan, who I might never see again. Me and my big mouth insisted on sharing the embarrassing encounter. “You’re reaching, Lois. Hanging around glamorous Hollywood types all day makes a girl self-conscious about her wardrobe.”
“You’re fine, let’s go.”
“I spend an hour getting ready for ‘fine?’ No way.”
Lois slapped her forehead. “You forgot the inflection. Fine!”
“Whatever, I’m not changing again. This is as good as it’s going to get.”
I glanced around the stained walls of our tiny apartment in the sketchy part of town. Half of our belongings remained in boxes as if we expected to run home at any minute. We hung our Texas A&M degrees side-by-side with senior pictures—the extent of decorations. The place could use some sprucing to provide a homey touch.
I longed for a leading role and a Beverly Hills address. When Lois directed a blockbuster sensation with me as the lead, perhaps we could afford the astronomical property prices.
“Did you know Ashton Ashley is organizing a vigil tonight for Maria Sinclair?”
“Interesting how feuds are dissolved postmortem.” I bustled into the kitchen for a whole-grain, oat-infused protein bar, but we were fresh out, so I snagged a cinnamon Pop Tart.
“They patched their problems before casting Ashton on the show,” Lois said. “But at the time of the truce, Maria’s role consisted of a small appearance in the second season to resolve her story.”
“What are you hinting at?”
“Ashton portrays the friendly, grateful childhood star part to a tee. Underneath, she’s catty.”
“I always loved her on Mandy’s Home. She was hilarious.” 
“As an eight-year-old. Now she’s grown and phony.” Lois narrowed her gaze. “Take off those rose-colored glasses, Becky. These are real people. We can’t afford to be starstruck.”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not some fangirl.”
“You came home with a fan club button.”
My Pop Tart package ripped down the seam, and I nearly spilled everything. “So, you think they postponed the cyber war while the show transitioned to a new lead character?”
“Basically.”
“But fans didn’t want Maria Sinclair to leave.”
Lois snapped her fingers. “Jealousy is a compelling motive.”
“This analysis is unrelated to your hatred of Ashton Ashley?”
“She ruined an iconic sitcom. Brought on to replace the aging children with a cute, sassy kid.”
“She’s cousin Oliver.”
“You need to update your references.”
“Brady Bunch is timeless.” I tapped the pockets of my sweater and rifled through my purse. “Whoops.”
“What now?”
“I still can’t find my badge.”
“You lost it already? And while you look, traffic is thickening.” Lois dropped on the sofa. “Excuse me a moment while I slowly die of stress.”
“Relax. I forgot it yesterday, and the guard at the gate took pity on me.”
“No wonder murderers are flitting all over the studio.”
“He remembered me from my first day. Hard to forget the gal who discovered a body.” I dumped the contents of my purse to search again. “Whelp, I guess I’ll bite the bullet and request a replacement.”
“Awesome idea. Can we leave now?”
“Let’s go, pilgrim.”
“I’m reporting to human resources first, you know. The longer you take, the worse impression I make.”
I swung open the door to find Agent Cornwallis, his hand poised in the knocking position.
“Gee whiz.” I clutched my heart.
“Miss Roberson, can I ask you a few questions?”
“Robinson. I’m on my way to work. I can’t be late three days in a row.”
“This won’t take long.”
The satchel dropped from Lois’ shoulder. “I’m dead meat.”
I tossed her the car keys. “Go on ahead. If you speed and run every light, you’ll make it with time to spare.” I eyed the cop. “Any chance of a police escort?”
Cornwallis stepped aside for Lois to pass. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear your suggestion.” He unbuttoned his bargain-basement suit and entered the living room. “Nice place.”
“Came with its own ghost, so the rent was a steal.”
He flipped through the pages of his notebook and clicked a blue pen. “I wanted to clarify a few things with you. As the investigation progresses, new things come up, you understand?”
“Sure. Can I offer you a cup of coffee?”
“Milk and sugar.”
I spun around the island and clicked the button on the instant machine. I leaned across the island and poked my head through the cutout. “Shoot.”
He spun on the couch. “I prefer your undivided attention where we can look each other in the eye.”
“You sound like every teacher I ever had.” Coffee percolated at an agonizing drip. “This visit sounds different from our previous chats.”
He tapped his nose. “R…right you are. Perhaps you might take this seriously. I don’t want to haul you to the station, but I will.”
“Can you answer one thing for me, Agent?”
“Fine.”
“Why is a CBI investigator working the death of a movie star? Isn’t the LAPD equipped to handle homicide?”
“The attorney general’s office requests our presence where they deem necessary. Including the sensitive investigation of public figures.” He cleared his throat. “Coffee is ready.”
I plucked mismatched mugs from the cabinet and filled mine with half milk. I wanted to be a java enthusiast like my hero Lorelai Gilmore, but the beverage curled my nose. The cup sloshed on the table as I passed it to Cornwallis.
He sipped and mopped the spill with his tie. “You described someone fleeing the crime scene and bumping you. A few minutes later, you discovered Miss Sinclair.”
“Yes.”
“Did you move the body?”
“I checked for her pulse. When I didn’t feel one, I called 911. The operator suggested CPR, but the chest compressions were too late.”
“Did you touch anything else on the set?”
“Probably?” I lifted my shoulders. “I know enough about cop shows, so I tried to avoid contaminating the scene.”
“Did you at any point flip the body?”
“That I would remember.”
“Interesting.”
My brow furrowed. “How so?”
“From the time you discovered Miss Sinclair to when the first responders arrived, did you leave the immediate area of the body?”
“No.” I blinked. “Yes. I left for maybe thirty seconds when I heard the paramedics. I found them at the front of the sound stage and led them to the set.”
“You provided exemplar fingerprints so the crime lab could rule you out?”
“The first officers on the scene suggested I do so to help the investigation.” My posture straightened. “You’re not looking at me as a suspect, are you?”
“Too early to say, Miss Roberson. We are in the process of collecting evidence and running down every lead.”
My heart thumped. They couldn’t think I killed her. I reported the body! Moisture wicked my palms. If they arrested me, I would need a lawyer I couldn’t afford. Or worse, I’d be forced to call my mother. Though she mostly handled property law in our small hometown, she worked the criminal side for many years. The thought of confessing my faux pas made me sick to my stomach. Even as a witness, she would lecture me for not calling her at the scene. Mix-ups happened every day.
“Should I repeat the question?” Cornwallis asked.
“Yes. Sorry.”
“Did you interact with the victim?”
“I told you at the scene we never met.”
“Technology is a fascinating thing.” Cornwallis scrolled through his phone. “Twenty years ago, few places used functioning security cameras. For those who did, the picture looked like one of them Picasso paintings. Today everywhere is within the range of a camera. Whether hidden or someone’s selfie stick, somebody is always watching.”
“Creepy. Sounds like a fantastic plot for a movie. Persons of Interest started with the premise, but it became too confusing for me to follow. Which is saying something.”
“Technology in…in some ways is making a criminal’s job easier. But our crime lab is keeping pace.” He turned his phone. “The tech guys sent me this photo from the night before Maria Sinclair’s death.” He pinched the screen. “This angry girl in the background looked familiar to me. I racked my brain, wondering who she resembled. Then it hit me. You.”
“Me?” I choked on my coffee. “She’s out of focus, but I assure you she is not me.”
“Where were you three nights ago?”
“Home binging The Office.”
“You conjured your alibi mighty quick.”
“I’m always home binging The Office. I reach Goodbye Michael and fully intend to watch the Robert California torture years, but Diversity Day pulls me back to season one.”
“What are you babbling about? Alibi or not?”
“Lois can confirm my whereabouts.”
“Who?”
“My roommate, who you met earlier.”
“The Chinese woman?”
“Vietnamese.” I studied the picture and scoffed at the resemblance. “Your girl here is wearing 600-dollar stiletto heels and a barbed-wire tattoo.” I shoved the sleeves of my sweater. “No ink on me.”
His forehead creased. “People pay that much for ugly shoes?”
“And they aren’t even comfortable.”
He scratched his head. “At a couple of dollars a pop to produce, they must make out like bandits.”
I stood and smoothed my cotton dress. “If we are done, I should hurry to the set.”
“Not quite. Say it’s not you in the picture. We still uncovered evidence at the scene we can’t explain.”
“Which is?”
“I'm not at liberty. The forensic experts assured me the clues we found couldn’t be lost while you checked the body. You dropped something, and the victim bled out on top of the item.”
“You’re kidding? I didn’t lose anything.”
“Bloody fingerprints don’t lie.”
My throat tightened. “Are you arresting me?”
Cornwallis stood and smoothed his tie. “Not at this time. We are continuing to collect evidence.”
“Why would I kill someone, report the crime, and wait around for the cops?”
“So, you could use the ridiculousness as a defense.”
“Brilliant. You discovered my sinister reverse psychology plan.”
“People say sarcasm is a form of a guilty conscience.”
“Stu…” I bit my tongue. “You can address any further questions to my lawyers at Pearson Specter Litt.” The reference to a fictional law firm brought a smile to my tense face.
“Very well.”
I locked the door behind Agent Cornwallis and sighed. How did I find myself in such a ridiculous situation? If not for the seriousness, I might laugh. I couldn’t be a legitimate suspect because of flimsy circumstantial evidence. What did they find to implicate me?
I focused on the memory, wondering what I left behind. On the first day, I carried my messenger bag, loaded with twenty pounds of stuff I didn’t need. Any number of things could be lost, and I’d never notice.
I gasped. My missing security badge!
If they found an ID card with my name, picture, and fingerprints in the victim’s blood underneath the body… I might suspect me too.
Setting my jaw, I jumped to the most logical conclusion. “Lois is right. I hate that.”
My heart skipped a beat, perhaps from excitement, fear, or a little of both. The investigation might put me in danger, but I would be more disappointed with myself if I walked away from the case. I needed to catch the real killer before the coppers fitted me for my orange jumpsuit.
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Officers Robinson and Vo


The city bus bounced along a crowded L.A. street as I formulated a plan of attack. Somehow, I would clear my name from the suspect list. I channeled Rick Castle and asked what he would do in a similar situation. 
I scratched the analogy. Castle benefited from resources—connections on the force. Me, not so much. To uncover information, I would need to engage my creative side. How?
As I entered the studio, I remained at square one. Too many questions about Sinclair’s murder made it impossible to start an investigation. Cause of death? Suspect? Motive? Opportunity?
What if she wasn’t murdered?
Cornwallis all but confirmed foul play in his interrogation. Returning to the Castle analogy, I mapped an outline.
	Body Discovered

	Investigate Crime Scene

	Medical Examiner

	Talk to Next of Kin

	Deep in Thought Reflect at Murder Board

	Crazy Castle Theory

	Interview First Suspect

	They Alibi Out

	Dive into Personal Life of Victim

	Discover Secret

	Accuse the Wrong Person

	Last Minute Ah-Ha Moment

	Close Case and Banter with Beckett



It was a proven formula most procedural cop shows followed. The problem was that I found the body but never investigated the crime scene. I acted as a witness and failed as a detective.
My first bout with murder knocked me off-kilter. Details from the scene fogged in my mind. I didn’t remember losing my badge under the body.
I skipped to number three on my list. The Medical Examiner was a plausible starting point. Getting them to talk to a civilian was another problem altogether.
Two laps through the sound stage and nearby trailers left me searching for my best friend. I fired another text to Lois, asking her whereabouts. If she didn’t answer soon, I’d ping her location—not an overreaction, given the killer-on-the-loose situation.
The soundstage door flung open. Lois power walked into the sunshine, her eyes focused on her task.
“How did your meeting with HR go?”
“Exciting.” She slowed for my shorter legs to keep pace.
“Which of these things is not like the other – human resources, humorless, regulating, exciting?”
“I enjoyed myself. They gave me tons of handouts and a map.”
“Ooh. A fold-up map of the studio? They don’t give those to just anyone. You must earn the privilege and pass a dozen background checks.”
“I think they come with every tour ticket. There’s a stack of them in the office if you want me to snag you one.”
I opened my mouth and popped it shut. “Please do.”
“So, how did the interview with Cornwallis go?”
I cocked my head to the side, feeling the weight of his accusation. “You’re looking at his number one suspect.”
Lois tripped over a pebble—funny how the klutzy people gravitated together. “What? How?”
“Seems my missing badge ended up under the body, covered in my bloody fingerprints. For some whacky reason, they find that suspicious.”
“Becky, this is terrible. What are you going to do?”
“Wait patiently for the cops to clear me and find the real killer.”
“Yeah. I’m sure. I see your mind turning. What’s your plan?
“Still percolating.” I shoved a finger at her tote. “Where are you assigned?”
“Sherry called me a floater. I’ll run errands between various departments while we are short-handed.” She jiggled the bag. “Today, I’m assisting in the wardrobe department.”
“Ding. Coffee is ready.” I wiggled my eyebrows.
“I don’t like the sparkle in your hazel eyes. It means you concocted a scheme I’m going to hate.”
“Spare the I’m not helping speech, Ethel. We both know you love my schemes. And this whole investigating business is your idea.”
“Ethel? I’m totally the Lucy of our dynamic duo.”
“In your dreams.”
“Tabling the argument. What’s your idea?”
“First thing we need is reliable information. As of now, we’re spewing potential killers like fans in an online forum, not the amateur sleuths I know we can be. To find credible suspects, we require cause and time of death.”
“Now would be a splendid time for a friend on the police force. Doesn’t the show employ consultants?”
“They don’t converse with the likes of us.” I snorted. “A set is worse than high school with cliques. The actors are the popular kids. The stuntmen are the jocks. The directors are the artsy types. Writers are the shy loners. The stand-ins are the teacher's pets, doing anything to call attention. Consultants are the brains. You and I, the assistants, are the bottom rung of the food chain. Below the band geeks. We are the invisible new kid who moved to town from one of the forgotten Midwest states.”
“Wow. How long did you work on the analogy?”
I snapped my fingers. “Spur of the moment improv, thank you.”
“Must I beg for your idea?” Lois shifted the tote to her other shoulder.
“Your placement today is fate. We’ll need to borrow a couple of costumes.”
“Day one, and I’m already putting my dream job on the line.”
“Doing laundry is far from your dream job. The overflowing hamper at home proves it.” I opened the door to the wardrobe trailer. Another assistant bustled outside with an armful of clothes.
The clothing racks were organized by character. Justin Woods’ outfits were cool blue and green, while the lead cop preferred earth tones. I parted the sea of cotton. The hanger scratched across the metal rod.
“What are you looking for?”
“My size.”
“What’s the name of the kid actor?”
I shoved Lois in the shoulder. “You’re hilarious.” I pulled an outfit from Ashton Ashley’s section. More than ten inches taller than me and three sizes smaller. Who besides those in the entertainment world could maintain those proportions?
I migrated my search to the rack of extras’ costumes. Police uniforms in all shapes and sizes greeted me. I passed a uniform to Lois and chose the shortest trousers for myself.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” Lois held the costume to her body.
“You wear it.”
“No way. Impersonating a cop is a crime. The fact you’re facing a murder rap doesn’t mean I want to tarnish my impeccable record.”
“Not impersonating. Acting.”
“And stealing.”
“Borrowing. Your manning wardrobe today. Think of this as a field test of the costumes.”
“You wear the uniform, and I’ll stand guard.”
“As what, my witty consultant? We should play to our strengths, Lo-Vo.”
“Aren’t two officers a crowd?”
“Partners legitimize our cover.” I stretched for a patrolman’s hat on the shelf. “You wanted excitement. Live a little.”
“I meant gossip at the water cooler. And social media sleuthing. Not active crime-solving.”
“Next time, be more specific.”
I stepped into the polyester pants. Why did they choose authentic, stuffy material? I belted the trousers and cuffed the dragging legs with safety pins. As I tucked in the shirt, I shined the shield pinned to my chest – NYPD. Perhaps the ME’s office wouldn’t notice we represented the wrong coast.
After logging less than ten minutes on the lot, we snuck off to our car. Lois drove while I provided directions to the Los Angeles County Medical Examiner’s building.
“My first day, and you have me cutting. Stealing company time is just as bad as robbing them, you know.”
“We’ll make it up by staying late.” I gestured for her to switch lanes. “In the long run, we’re saving the show’s future by hunting a killer. So, if you think about it, they’ll end up owing us millions.”
“That’s the rationalization of a crazy person.”
“Consider this your twenty-minute break.”
“When has a drive through L.A. ever taken under an hour?” Lois swiped sweaty palms on her pants. “This is going to blow up in our faces.”
“Act the part, and no one will question our belonging.” I adjusted my hat. “We are police officers seeking the truth. Project confidence and let me do the talking.”
The blue uniform provided an all-access pass inside. We bypassed security and followed the signs to the ME’s office, the weight of our mission pressing on us. A helpful receptionist directed us to the coroner handling the Maria Sinclair case.
“Shouldn’t this building be more secure?” Lois whispered.
“Why must you question our good fortune?”
“If we can sneak in without trouble, why doesn’t the press?”
“We’re savvier.” I pushed through a cold metal door and tucked my cap under my arm. Antiseptic mixed with something more pungent hit my nose as we entered the autopsy room. “Dr. Eklund?”
A headlamp shined in my eyes. “Yes?”
Lois puckered her cheeks. “Oh, gosh. What is that smell?”
The doctor adjusted a sheet. “First autopsy, Officer?”
“Oh, no.” One look at the bone saw, and Lois retreated through the door. The color drained from her face as she left in search of fresh air or a wastebasket. Probably both.
And then there was one. I clicked my black boots together, a small gesture to ground myself. Cops were composed and deliberate. 
I gave a sympathetic nod to Dr. Eklund. “Rookies,” I muttered.
Suddenly, all the pressure was on me. I couldn’t pretend to be a police officer; I had to become one. My tiny stature didn’t exude law enforcement vibes, making my job more difficult. You want to be an actress? Consider this your most important audition. 
I stood straight, squared my shoulders, and lifted my chin. “I’m Officer Robinson.” 
“Janet paged me on your way down. You say Agent Cornwallis sent you?” Dr. Eklund stretched to his full height, a few ticks over six feet, and paced to a desk in the corner. White-blond hair dusted the side of his forehead. 
“He requested we collect the report on Maria Sinclair.”
“I uploaded the file to his office yesterday.” The doctor snapped the band of his rubber glove.
“You know how these state agencies operate. The right hand doesn’t keep tabs on the left.” My voice remained steady, exuding the confidence I didn't quite feel.
“Isn’t that the truth? I’m sorry you wasted a trip.” He pushed safety goggles by the bridge.
I hiked my utility belt and paced to the door. “No biggie. Sprung us from speed trap duty on San Bernardino.” 
“Tell your partner to bring a lozenge next time
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