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To the real Teddy, my wonderful Mother, Annie, and AJ.
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CHAPTER 1
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“I can’t believe that my world premiere will be held right here in the senior center next week!” Martha Mayfield, excitement sparkling in her eyes, glanced around the large room decorated in shades of red and cream.

“Ruff!” Teddy, her fluffy white Coton de Tulear, agreed.

“I’m looking forward to it.” Pru Armstrong smiled at her friend and roommate.

Martha was in her seventies, but didn’t let age – or her rolling walker – stop her from doing anything she wanted to do. 

She’d written a six-part TV drama about a retired lady detective catching the bad guys the two not-so-hot shots in her old department couldn’t. She’d even managed to get an agent. Unfortunately, Trish hadn’t been able to find a producer for the series, but encouraged Martha to keep at it.

Martha did. She and Pru crowdfunded the money – six thousand dollars – to make the episodes on a very tight budget, and hired their own independent film crew.

Now, the episodes were finished, starring Martha and Teddy, with Pru and their friends “guest starring” in the smaller roles, and they were ready to take the next step – premiering the first two episodes next week.

“Martha.” Denise, the manager of the senior center, hurried into the room. She had short brown hair and wore smart slacks and a sleeveless blouse. “Right on time. I thought we’d go over the beverage menu for your big night.”

“Yeah.” Martha nodded, her short, springy gray curls bouncing vigorously. 

“How many members have signed up so far?” Pru asked. 

Although Martha thought it would be fun to have a huge crowd clamoring to get inside and find a seat, Pru and Denise thought it far better to have enough seating for everyone at the start. 

“Ninety so far.” Denise consulted her clipboard.

“Already?” Martha sounded impressed. “That’s ninety dollars for me – us.” She glanced at Pru. 

“Ruff!” And me!

“That’s right, little guy.” Martha smiled at the small dog.

“It’s your money,” Pru said. “Remember you had to dip into your bank account to pay for the last day of filming?”

“Oh, yeah.” Martha made a face. 

“There might even be a few more people signing up before the premiere next week,” Denise informed them. “But we’re going to have to be sensible about our capacity. We don’t want anyone having to stand for the full ninety minutes.”

“I guess not.” Martha chuckled, then grew serious. “Yeah, you’re right. I know I wouldn’t want to stand all that time, although I could sit on this.” She patted the black vinyl seat of her walker. 

“Here’s the menu.” Denise handed Martha and Pru a copy each. 

Pru looked at it, noting the tea and coffee options, as well as plain water and soda. 

“Martha!” A woman in her sixties with short brown hair bustled into the room, carrying a blue tote bag and wearing a sleeveless T-shirt that said Martha is the best! “I think we should sell these on the night.” She patted her chest. “They’ll sell like hotcakes!”

Martha exchanged a look with Pru. 

“Thanks, Jean. Your T-shirt looks real good, but I don’t think we have time to set up any merchandise. Maybe later on. There are gonna be another four episodes to watch and Denise said we could hold the screenings for them here as well.”

“That’s right.” Denise smiled kindly at Jean. “I think we’ll have enough to take care of next week without selling products as well.”

“And maybe products with the show name on them. Like mugs. Everyone drinks out of a mug, don’t they?” Martha mused. 

“Let me know if I can help,” Jean offered immediately.

“Thanks.” Martha nodded. 

“Thelma from the Gold Leaf Valley Gazette said she would attend the premiere,” Pru told them.

“She’s sure to write a good review.” Martha grinned. 

“I hope so,” Pru replied. 

“Why wouldn’t she?” Jean drew herself up to her full height of five foot five. “There must be something wrong with her if she doesn’t like your TV show, Martha.”

“You haven’t seen it yet,” Martha said, “but I hope you’re gonna like it.”

“I know I’m going to love it!” Jean smiled widely. “Ever since I saw you filming in the park, I knew you were a can-do woman, just like me! I’m so glad I moved here – everyone is so friendly and welcoming.”

“We do our best.” Denise turned her attention to Martha and Pru. “Now, what do you think of the beverages I have listed? Do you think there are enough options for everyone? I—”

“I hope you are going to have Earl Grey tea properly prepared and served.” A tall man in his late sixties with a shock of gray hair strode into the room. He wore a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, even though it was June and a warm day, and an open neck blue shirt. His slacks were smartly pressed, in an elegant shade of gray. 

“Tea is listed,” Denise informed him. 

“But is it Earl Grey?” He arched an eyebrow. “That is the only tea I drink.” 

“We know, Franklin,” Jean muttered. “I think you mention it every time you come here.”

“Some things are worth it,” he said loftily.

Jean looked like she was gritting her teeth. 

“No, it’s not Earl Grey,” Denise replied after a moment. “We simply won’t have time on the night to prepare everyone’s specialized beverage order.”

“Then I am afraid I won’t be able to attend,” Franklin informed them.

“Okay,” Martha said cheerfully. “Are you on the sign-up sheet? We can cross out your name, and someone else will be able to take your place.”

“Good idea, Martha,” Jean commented. 

“Perhaps I can bring my own flask of Earl Grey.” Franklin pursed his lips. 

“Let us know if you will attend,” Denise said, “so we have accurate numbers for the night.”

“I will.” Franklin nodded to them regally, and stalked out of the room.

Jean muttered something under her breath, but Pru wasn’t able to catch it.

Martha and Pru went over the beverage list with Denise, satisfied with the choices.

“That should be plenty for everyone,” Martha declared. “Besides, they’ll be too busy enjoying my show to worry whether the tea is Earl Grey or another fancy kind.” A shadow of doubt flickered across her face. “They will enjoy my show, won’t they?”

“Of course they will,” Pru replied instantly. It wasn’t like Martha to second-guess herself. 

“I know they will,” Jean enthused. “I just wish you’d have a sneak preview for selected guests.” She looked hopefully at Martha. 

“But that wouldn’t be fair to everyone else,” Martha said. “I want the opening night to be a big occasion. Ooh – did I tell you my agent Trish is coming here? All the way from Hollywood!”

“No, you didn’t.” Jean looked impressed. “That’s wonderful.”

“Is she on the sign-up list?” Denise asked.

“Oops.” Martha muttered.

Denise flicked through the papers on her clipboard and scanned down the long list of names. “No, she isn’t.”

“Sorry,” Pru and Martha apologized at the same time.

“Trish only told me yesterday on the phone,” Martha explained. “And I told Pru last night.”

“I’ve just come from work,” Pru explained.

“I must stop by the library one day to have a browse,” Denise said. 

“Me too,” Jean jumped in. “I love reading.”

“So does Pru,” Martha told her. “I do sometimes, but I prefer watching TV – or having a nap.”

“But don’t you help out at the thrift store?” Jean asked. 

“Yep,” Martha replied. “But I had to cut down my afternoons to two per week. I was getting a little tired.”

“That’s understandable,” Denise commented. “You’re doing a lot, Martha.”

“Maybe I can volunteer at the thrift store,” Jean offered.

“They’ll be glad of your help,” Martha said.

“That’s ninety-one guests.” Denise wrote down Trish’s details. 

“What days do you volunteer at the store, Martha?” Jean asked.

“Wednesday and Friday afternoons,” Martha said.

“I’ll ask if I can do those, too,” Jean replied. 

“I think they might have enough volunteers on those days,” Martha said. 

“They might need helpers at other times, though,” Pru put in. 

“I’ll talk to them,” Jean promised. 

After gazing around the large room again, Martha thanked Denise for her assistance. 

“Everyone’s looking forward to your big night,” Denise told her. “And it will be good publicity for the center.”

“I can’t wait, Martha.” Jean grinned. 
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“Jean seems a nice person, but ...” Martha trailed off as Pru swung into the driveway of Martha’s faux Victorian duplex. 

“I know what you mean,” Pru replied. “I’m sure she means well—”

“But she’s making a big deal of my retired lady detective – and me,” Martha said.

“Ruff!” Teddy agreed from the backseat of the small SUV.

“Usually I like getting attention, but this feels ... too much.”

“Maybe she’ll move on to another interest once your episodes have been shown at the senior center.”

“I hope so.” Martha cheered up. 

A minute later, they relaxed in the comfy yellow living room. Martha sank back on the sofa, while Pru took a matching armchair. Teddy climbed up the doggy steps to sit next to Martha, snuggling his head on her lap. 

“I bet you’re real tired, little guy.” Martha gently stroked his soft, white fur. “We went to the café this morning, and then consulted with Denise just now. Ooh – that reminds me – I bought us cupcakes this morning.”

“What flavor?” Pru perked up. The Norwegian Forest Cat Café made the best cupcakes and lattes, but she was usually working at the library when they were open. 

“Salted caramel,” Martha announced. “They’re in the kitchen.”

“I’ll get them.” Pru rose and fetched the yummy treats. She handed a plate to Martha, the frosting high and fluffy on the cupcakes.

“Thanks.” Martha forked up a big bite and devoured it, her eyes closing in appreciation. “Yum. That really hits the spot. I can’t wait for opening night, but I didn’t realize how much work was involved in organizing it.”

“We’re lucky Denise is very efficient,” Pru commented after enjoying her own morsel, the caramel cake crumb melting in her mouth with just the right hint of salt.

“Yeah.” Martha nodded. “I snuck a peek at the sign-up sheet and your boss Barbara is listed.”

“She hasn’t mentioned it to me.” But she smiled. Her boss had commented a while ago that she’d like to attend, and Pru was glad she was coming. Barbara was an extra in one of the library scenes, playing a librarian. 

“I wish Franklin wasn’t attending.” Martha made a face.

“Ruff,” Teddy said in a sleepy voice. He wriggled on the sofa, his head still on Martha’s lap. 

“He’s a newcomer to town, isn’t he?” Pru asked. 

“Yep.” Martha stuck a forkful of cake into her mouth, savored it, and swallowed. “Yum. He started coming to the senior center a couple of months after Jean did.”

“How long have you known Jean?” Pru asked. 

“I didn’t see her there much until after we started filming my retired lady detective,” Martha admitted. “After she watched us filming that day near the park, she came up to me at the center to say hello and asked a ton of questions about the filming process. It was flattering, and when she got that T-shirt made with Martha is the best, I got a real kick out of it at first, but ...”

“I understand,” Pru said gently. 

“And now Franklin is being a bit of a pest.” Martha frowned. “Nothing seems good enough for him. I don’t know why he comes to the senior center – he’s always complaining about something. When he said he wasn’t going to come to my opening night on account of there being no Earl Grey on the beverage menu, I thought, good! But I think I was pretty polite about it.”

“You were.” Pru hid a smile. “I think you handled that very well.”

“Thanks.” Martha brightened. “And then he said he was gonna come anyway.” She pouted.

“Maybe he’ll change his mind.”

“Maybe.” But Martha didn’t sound convinced.
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The next afternoon at four o’clock, Pru said goodbye to Barbara, and walked out of the small library. She had to pick up Martha and take her to the senior center for another confab with Denise. 

“Goody, you’re here!” Martha was waiting on the front doorstep with Teddy. She looked raring to go, dressed in her favorite turquoise tracksuit. Teddy wore a matching bandana. 

Pru stowed the walker in the trunk, and then hopped into the driver’s seat. 

“How was the library?” Martha asked, clambering inside. “Did you tell Barbara you saw her name on the sign-up sheet for the premiere?”

“No, she replied. “And the library was good – the same as always. We had French conversation group and I put away a lot of returned books.”

“One of your favorite things to do,” Martha observed. 

“Yes.” She smiled. 

“Did Jesse stop by?”

“No. Why?”

She and Jesse, one of the local police detectives, had been dating for a while now, but with their busy schedules, sometimes it was hard to arrange a date night. 

“You haven’t been out on a date with him for a couple of weeks,” Martha pointed out.

“Because he’s been busy apprehending an organized car theft gang.”

“Now those thieves are behind bars, you two can start seeing each other again.”

“I hope so.”

Jesse made her pulse race every time she thought of him – or saw him. The car thieves had focused on Gold Leaf Valley for some reason, and Jesse had done a lot of overtime along with Mitch, the head detective. The news had made the local paper, and Martha had cut out the article and placed it in her scrapbook. 

“If you don’t ask him on a date, I will.” Martha paused. “For you.”

Pru laughed. “There’s a lot of paperwork involved after the arrests.”

“He’s gonna come to my premiere?”

“He told me he wouldn’t miss it. I’m sure his name is on the sign-up sheet.”

“If it’s not, I’m gonna write it on there myself,” Martha declared. 

Pru found a convenient parking space and switched off the ignition. Martha clambered out of the car, and Pru fetched the rolling walker, then helped Teddy out of the rear. 

They trooped into the tan brick building, heading toward the room the premiere was going to be held in, Teddy leading the way.

“Here’s the sign-up sheet!” Martha pounced on the piece of paper tacked up to the noticeboard outside the room. “Lemme see ...” She ran a finger down the list of names. “Yep, Jesse’s listed. So is Mitch and Lauren, and Zoe and Chris, and ...” She trailed off as she studied the handwritten names. 

Pru peered over her shoulder. It looked like all their friends had signed up to attend. Father Mike, Brooke, Claire, Doris, Ms. Tobin and her friend Donald. 

“It’s going to be an amazing night.” She smiled.

“Ruff!”

“I hope so.” Martha grinned. 

“Martha!” Jean hurried toward them, wearing a pink T-shirt, beige slacks, and a plaid baseball cap embroidered with Martha is the best! “There you are! I was wondering if you were coming in today.”

“And here I am,” Martha replied pleasantly. “We were just checking the sign-up sheet.”

“You’ve got three more people attending since yesterday,” Jean informed them. “I counted a few minutes ago. I’ve been telling everyone I meet about it as well.” 

“Thanks,” Martha said. “We’re on our way to meet with Denise.”

“I won’t keep you then.” But Jean looked like she did want to stay and chat with them for a while longer.

“Martha! Right on time!” Denise rounded the corner, looking efficient in a sleeveless white top and smart fawn slacks, and carrying her clipboard. “Teddy, don’t you look cute in that bandana?” She didn’t pause for an answer. “I want to introduce you to one of our volunteers. She’s a wonderful help to us here. She’s going to be in charge of the beverages at the premiere.”

“Where is she?” Martha glanced around the hallway.

“She should be here any minute,” Denise replied. “Why don’t we wait for her in here?” She swung the door open, then paused. “Franklin? What are you doing here?”

“Ruff?”

Pru’s eyes widened when she spotted Franklin standing in the middle of the large room. He was dressed much as he had been the day before, including his
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