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Asher knew the retreat would fail, he just didn’t expect it to end with a murder. 

The movie he had agreed to work on for a friend was turning into a nightmare. He was supposed to play a character that was spoken of often and rarely seen. That meant he would only be in a few scenes which had led him to believe it should be a quick and easy job. Until he met the rest of the cast.

Within one hour, he knew the whole endeavor was going to crash and burn. The rest of the cast were young and feckless. The A-list actress attached to the project took an irrational but immediate dislike to Asher. Weeks of filming were wasted due to her tantrums and repeated rewrites caused by those tantrums. Asher offered to step aside, but Bob, a friend and the executive producer, asked him to stay. It had been a hard decision to remain, but Asher owed too many favors at this point of his come-back to decline. In a peculiar and sadly miscalculated effort to get the cast to bond, the producers sent all eight of them off on a retreat. 

To Kansas. 

In August.

At a strange old hotel in the middle of a cornfield. 

The Winchell T. Douglas Hotel was a castle-like structure surrounded by a sea of corn. The nearest town was miles away. And to make matters worse, they’d sent a life coach to work with them, only he couldn’t even get them all in the same room, much less get them to bond. Asher did his best to help, but from the first day, he knew it was doomed. 

The hotel staff didn’t know what to do with them nor the frivolous demands that were coming from the weird Hollywood People. This was farm country. They didn’t have designer cocktails, gold encrusted chocolates or meals that involved things like zucchini foam and pork belly confit although that would have been a step up from the peculiar sludge that was coming out of the hotel’s kitchen.

The bonding sessions were useless. Asher arrived early for the first one but ended up being the only one there. Pete, their life coach, made some bad jokes and after sitting in silence with Asher for fifteen minutes, went off to track down his charges. Asher waited a little while longer, but it seemed that Pete had forgotten about him, so he left. They were booked in for an entire week. Asher had doubts that it would last that long. Things were already falling apart since the Tinsel Kids, as Asher had dubbed them, spent most of their time partying in the hotel’s tiny bar. 

Asher stayed away from them. He knew how easy it could be to slide into the excuses and rationalizations of just one won’t hurt. That was a rabbit hole he’d tumbled down too many times not to know the calamitous outcome. He worked hard to stay busy, as best he could in a cornfield, until the powers that be decided to release them from their farmland prison. 

That afternoon, he was swimming laps in the hotel pool when the cops arrived. Someone poked him with the long handled skimmer. It was annoying enough that he was about to mouth off at the culprit until he saw the two men in suits presenting their badges. He swam to the ladder and got out carefully. It wouldn’t do to stumble and have them think he was messing around. He had learned to treat the police with a good deal of respect.

“My towel,” he said as he headed for the chair that had his things. “Shall we sit in the shade?” Considering that the heat of the day was topping out at a broiling 100 degrees, he thought anyone in a suit would appreciate the offer.

They settled at a table under a huge old red maple. Even in the shade, the seats were uncomfortably warm against his bare skin. With the high humidity, the air felt thick and oppressive. 

The police were direct and to the point. “I’m Detective Cravit and this is Detective Harmin. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“Certainly.”

“You don’t seem surprised that we’re here,” Harmin said with a suspicious squint. He was a slender man in his late thirties with pale blue eyes and thinning black hair.

Asher shrugged. “Checking in on the out-of-towners?”

“You’re here with the Hollywood people?” 

“Yes.” He heard the inflection, as if people from Hollywood were in the same league as drug dealers and pimps. He also had a little twinge of regret that no one recognized him anymore. Although, considering his history, that might not be a bad thing in this situation.

“What are you all doing here?” Cravit asked. In comparison to his slim partner, he was a bear of a man. Thick shouldered and swarthy, he had big meaty hands but surprisingly gentle brown eyes.

Asher had to suppress a sigh, a great gusty, weary sigh. “It’s a retreat for the cast to get to know each other better.” He gave them the upbeat P. R. version. They probably weren’t interested in all the internecine bickering.

“Uh huh.” Cravit pulled out a notepad.

“When was the last time you saw Monica DuMond?” Harmin asked.

Asher didn’t ask if she was missing. If the police were asking, that said it all. “Dinner last night, I think.”

“What time was that?”

“Six on the dot. I went in to get some food. She was arguing with the cook. It was a buffet. I filled a plate and brought it out here.”

“Why not eat in the dining room?”

That sigh was hovering very close again. “You might as well know. The others are...” He wanted to say that they were a pack of back-stabbing psychos, but that was going a little too far. “Um. Unpleasant. I stay as far away from them as much as possible. And the alcohol, too.” He tried to give the cops a look of confidence. “Six years sober, but I gotta tell you, I am sorely tried by that lot.”

There was an exchange of looks and some head nodding between the detectives. Asher knew they would come to their own conclusions about how reliable he was. As soon as he played the addict card, things changed, but he knew that they’d find out anyway. The minute they put his name into the internet, all his past bad behavior would pop up. It just made sense for him to be proactive and get ahead of it. “So Monica’s missing?” he asked as a distraction from his own shortcomings.

“Where do you think Miss DuMond might go?”

“Closest five star hotel?”

“This is a pretty nice place,” Harmin said with the defensive tone of a man proud of his town.

“I think it’s really cool,” Asher said in agreement. “I love historic buildings. All the little nooks and crannies. The porches and balconies. But Monica is used to the LA steel and glass stuff.” He leaned closer. “No character to that kind of thing in my opinion.” Asher shrugged. “She expects servants and shiny presents.”

They scribbled in their notebooks. “How long are you here for?”

“Supposed to be a whole week. I don’t think we’re going to last that long. It’s only been two days and already somebody’s missing.”

“So you didn’t get along with Miss DuMond?” Cravit asked with an accusatory squint very similar to his partner’s.

“I think she made it pretty clear that she didn’t want me on the film. I’m here as a favor to a friend. So I’m not going anywhere.”

“But she could try to get you fired?”

Asher chuckled. “At this point, I’d thank her for it.”

“What would happen if she did get you fired?” Cravit pushed.

“I’d go home.” Asher could see them trying to come up with a good reason why he might run her off, or worse, hurt her. “I don’t need this job. I’d be happy to be back at home with the wife and kids.”

More scribbling. “Please don’t leave town.”

Asher watched them go back into the hotel with a bad feeling. It really was a beautiful old building with big fieldstone walls and wraparound porches. He had a room in one of the turrets that gave him a panoramic view of the corn. What he didn’t say was that old buildings had a lot of problems. The rooms were musty and badly ventilated. Some rooms were ice-cold and others steamy. The windows were ill-fitting, and some wouldn’t open. The floors popped and creaked whenever anyone moved around. The pool was old and small. The weight room in the basement smelled of old sweat and mold. Some people might call it character. He didn’t mind the quirkiness. The Tinsel Kids were less impressed.

If Monica was truly missing, he didn’t doubt for a second that she had scurried back to the land of air conditioning and soy latte macchiatos. She was an ascending star and could make life as difficult as she wanted. Asher knew a thing or two about that sort of thing. And he knew that it would end in tragedy.
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Even in a wet bathing suit, the temperature outside was too uncomfortable for Asher to stay by the pool. He stopped at the front desk in the hope that there would be some news about when they could give up and go home. Nancy, the hotel clerk, was supervising the installation of another display case.

“What’s this one for?” Asher asked. The lobby of the hotel was decorated with maps and old photographs about the building of the hotel and its previous occupants.

“This one will hold the diaries,” she said enthusiastically, with a gesture toward a dilapidated cardboard box.

Asher didn’t think cardboard was especially antique. Nor did he think that items of great age should be stored that way. But it wasn’t up to him to worry about it.

“Anything juicy?” he asked as he peeked into the box. There were at least a dozen leather bound journals stacked inside. They were cracked and dusty giving off a smell of stale tobacco and fall leaves.

“I was reading one about how his wife got sick, and they were trying all kinds of cures. Some of them sounded kind of toxic,” Nancy said.

“Who wrote them?”

“The Colonel, of course.” She gave him a knowing smirk. 

“How come it isn’t the Colonel Winchell T. Douglas hotel?” Asher asked idly. That sounded a bit more commanding to him.

Nancy bit her lip. She tiptoed over to Asher and lowered her voice. “We know he fought in the Civil War, but we’re not sure on which side.”

Asher swallowed a chuckle. “Hmm. Best left unsaid until you can be sure.”

“I’ve never seen him,” Nancy continued as she pulled out the journals. “But I know people who have.”

“Seen who?”

“The Colonel. He’s our resident ghost. I’ve asked, but no one can quite make out the uniform. I’m sure if I saw him, I’d be able to catch some kind of detail.”

Since Nancy’s announcement about the ghost had been said with a perfectly straight face, Asher played along. “Well that would be helpful. If I see him, I’ll try to do the same. No hint in the journals?”

“I’ve only flipped through a couple. The handwriting is bad and the ink is faded in some places.” Nancy opened one at random and showed it to Asher.

The scent of leather and ink rose from the book. Ornate handwriting spoke of planting and shipments of seeds, nothing of much interest to the average hotel visitor. “You’re going to have to find a spicier page than that to display.”

Nancy glanced down to the page in question. “Yeah. I’ve got my reading material for next couple of night shifts. Maybe I’ll find out something about the secret room.”

“How long have you worked here?” Asher asked. He wondered how anyone could work in a place with a hidden room and not spend all day looking for it.

“Five years.” She leaned closer again. “I’ve tried looking for the secret room. I think it’s in the attic. You know, under the eaves somewhere, but there’s too much stuff up there to really get in and have a good look. The last manager said that he thought it was hogwash. That the secret room and the ghost and the treasure were all a marketing ploy to get people to come here.”

The story was growing and Asher wasn’t sure how much she expected him to swallow. “A treasure?”

“Yeah. He owned a silver mine you know.”

“In Kansas?”

Nancy laughed. “Of course not. You should read up on it.” She pointed to the documents framed on the wall. “He was a very interesting person.”

Asher obediently looked around the lobby. “Maybe not today. Any messages for me?”

“Sorry, no. Are you guys expecting something? Because everyone has been asking me about messages since they got here.”

Asher chuckled. “Wishful thinking. We’re waiting to hear from the producers, and if we haven’t gotten calls on our own phones, then maybe they’d call the hotel.”

“Oh. Is it special news?”

“Might be,” Asher said vaguely. He knew it would be rude to tell her that they were all desperate for a release from their prison in the cornfield. “Thanks.” He left her to the dusty journals and ghosts of the past.
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As usual, after dinner Asher called Ellie to catch up on her day and say goodnight to their children. He had actually figured out how to have a video call on the laptop. It helped him feel closer to them when he could talk face to face. The kids were growing so fast that he worried about what he might miss being away from them for a whole week.

“The cops were here today,” he said after Ellie had inquired about his day.

“Was that crazy man there again?”

Asher had to think a minute to remember what he’d told her. Yesterday there had been an older man having a meltdown in the lobby over the antique maps that were on display in the entryway. He couldn’t remember if it was about authenticity or ownership, but he’d had to have a word with the man. Nancy had looked scared to death. She was just a hired hand. Screaming at her wasn’t going to get the man whatever it was he desperately wanted. But once Asher had approached him, he’d run out of the building threatening legal action.

“No. Thankfully that guy was not back here today. The cops were on a different hunt. Monica is missing.”

“Hardly.” Ellie scoffed. “She probably bolted back to LA.” 

“That was my first guess,” Asher said. “This really isn’t her kind of place”

“From what you’ve described, it’s definitely a cut below what she’s used to, and that could be interpreted as a slap in the face. We both know that she’s super sensitive to any imagined slights,” Ellie said.

“Yeah, I think this place made everything worse. There’s no one here to fetch for her and not much in the way of things to fetch. She probably ran out of high priced booze and drugs and split. I don’t know if that means I can come home sooner, but I’m hoping” he said wistfully.

“You have to tough it out there until you get the okay from Bob to go. Just because one rat left the ship, doesn’t mean you all can.”

Asher chuckled. “Even though we all know this ship is sinking fast?”

“I read the script. It shouldn’t be that bad,” she countered.

“There’s nothing wrong with the script,” Asher agreed. “Tifani doesn’t want to work with Keith. Summer doesn’t like any of the men. Kitty and Hank will always side with Monica against whoever she’s after that day. Morgan doesn’t like working with Monica. Monica doesn’t want to work with me, even though we only have one very short scene together. And on it goes. Everyone has an opinion, and makes it loudly known.”

“Still? Isn’t that coach getting anywhere?”

“You mean Pete? Where did they get that guy?” Asher asked testily. “He’s supposed to be what? A life coach or something? He can’t even get them all to attend at the same time much less talk to each other. I think he’s working out of some self-help book. The man has no intuition at all. The things that come out of his mouth make me wonder if he is capable of comprehending human language.”

“He’s got a good rep,” Ellie said with a chuckle. “Or I should say that the organization he works for has a good rep.”

“I don’t want to talk about him,” Asher said. “Where are the kids?” 

The rest of the phone call went into the intricacies of the proper way to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, whether bananas should be eaten with lunch or after and how many cookies were too many. He felt totally refreshed by seeing their bright faces. They were his real life, and everything else came a slow second to that. He was smiling when he wished them goodnight and reluctantly ended the call. His life had changed dramatically over the past few years. It had taken a lot of hard work and hard decisions to get where he was now, and when he thought about his family, totally worth it.

There wasn’t anything to do in the evenings beyond playing games on the computer or reading. The hotel was miles from anywhere. The nearest town was tiny. There were a few stores along a main street, a supermarket and a hardware store. It looked like a fairly typical Midwestern farm town. The diner and Chinese restaurant closed up by ten. Asher hadn’t checked into the local bar situation. That was something he needed to stay clear of, but his best guess was that there wouldn’t be anything around that looked like an LA nightclub. 

The Tinsel Kids spent their time in the tiny hotel bar complaining loudly and drinking too much. Every time he had to walk past them, he could feel their eyes on him. They were still in that destructive adolescent stage where breaking things while drunk was hilarious. Despite being surrounded by antiques and historic images, they gleefully spilled, spattered and toppled whatever took their addled fancy. The wreckage they left behind would be paid for by the studio. The damage to their reputations would take much longer to mend.

Asher didn’t want to even be on the same floor with them. They had brought the dangerous part of Hollywood with them – all the drinking and drugs and sex. He had no doubt that they’d all been visiting each other’s beds. The creaking floors and slamming doors in the wee hours of the night attested to that. This was an especially pernicious group of the young and ruthless. They brutally reminded him of all the ways that he’d managed to destroy his own career. Talking to Ellie and kids was the best antidote there could be. It grounded him, reminding him of what was really important.

A creak in the hallway warned him just before a knock sounded on his door. Pete, their life coach hesitated in the doorway, looking forlorn. 

“Hey Pete, come on in.” Asher pushed the door wide. The room had a sitting area in the curve of the turret. He gestured to the sofa. “Want a water?”

“Got anything stronger?” Pete asked. He was a soft looking man, paunchy and round-faced.

“Never,” Asher said firmly, taking two bottles of water out of his mini-fridge.

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. You’re the addict.”

Asher nodded, toting up another strike against Pete. He was one of the most ham-handed of pseudo-therapists he’d ever met. “What can I do for you?”

“Do you know where Monica went?”

“I’m going to guess back to LA,” Asher said.

“That’s what everyone’s said,” Peter grumbled morosely. “But her agent hasn’t heard from her, and the boyfriend hasn’t seen her. I’ve called around. Man, this is worse than herding cats.”

“What’s the word on the retreat?” Asher asked hopefully. If he was lucky, they’d cancel this ill-fated farce and let them all go home.

“Bob said we need to stay put until they round her up.”

That wasn’t what he’d hoped to hear. Asher sat patiently with Pete for awhile, but the conversation kept stalling. He got the distinct feeling that Pete was going to ask him for something, but the man never got around to it. After an especially long, awkward silence, Asher gave up trying. “Well, I’m about to hit the sack.”

“Really? It isn’t very late.”

“I like to go for a run early in the morning before it gets too hot.”

“Huh.” Pete looked him over as if to reassess his opinion of him. “I guess you need every advantage, huh?”

Asher forced a smile. “Yes, we older actors really do need to take care of our bodies.” He went over to open the door. He knew that Pete wouldn’t get the sarcasm, nor apparently the hint. “Time to go.”
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After going for a run very early the next morning, then the usual shower and shave, Asher took his breakfast on the veranda. It was the only time of day when it was cool enough to sit outside. August in Kansas was brutal, and this big old pile of stone was not built to deal with the heat wave that was baking the entire Midwest. The lawns looked hot and dusty, and the shrubbery was wilting under the blazing sun. From the veranda, he had a view of the narrow road that ran through the corn, and across that, more corn.

A castle in a cornfield was past peculiar and running towards abnormal; however, he had discovered that it had an interesting history. While cooling down from his run, he’d browsed through the historical documents and photos in the lobby. The hotel had once been a private residence. After fighting in the Civil War, Winchell T. Douglas had headed out to Colorado and struck it rich in the silver boom. He’d sold his stake for a lot of money after he fell in love with a Kansas farm girl. Apparently, he’d built the place for her on her parents’ farm sometime in the late 1800’s. He’d bought up all the land around, planning to do an English-style estate. Unfortunately, he hadn’t considered the broiling hot summers and arctic-cold winters. There was very little of English horticulture that could thrive in this climate. A few enormous
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