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  1
Golden Ticket


A chandelier swayed on the ceiling and the crystal beads clanked together in rhythm with the bouncing light. The heels of my stylish pink pumps clipped as I raced across the foyer, a woman on a mission. Thunder cracked, extinguishing the dimly lit grand hall. 
“Can’t this search wait ‘til morning?” my best friend asked.
“No. People don’t simply vanish into thin air.”
“They do in a creepy castle.”
“We can’t leave until we find him.” I grabbed a penlight from my pocket and pointed the beam at a solid stone wall. “He stood right here just before he disappeared.”
“This is getting way too spooky. Can we please get out of here?”
“You can if you want but I’m staying.” I rubbed my hands along the cold stones and tugged on the sconce. With a gust of wind, the secret passageway opened. But it wasn’t treasure hidden inside the vault. A suit of armor crashed to the ground with a ringing thud.
My friend released an eardrum-shattering scream. “H…him!”
I flipped the helmet visor and stared straight into the cold dead eyes of my boss. “I guess Mr. Covington isn’t missing anymore.”
“Pssst.”
I blinked and tore my gaze away from the script. I became so engrossed by the opening scene of the murder mystery I lost track of the world around me. It didn’t help matters that I put myself in the high-heeled shoes of the lead character instead of her bumbling, screaming BFF, the role for which I was actually cast.
A wad of paper smacked me upside the head, courtesy of my annoying coworker. “Pssst.”
“What do you want, Deborah?”
“Can I borrow a pen?”
I rubbed my temple. “What for?”
“I’m making corrections.”
“To the script? I think the writers frown on actors changing their lines.”
“Oh, but I must. This is all wrong for my character. She doesn’t sound British.”
“Because she isn’t.”
“You clearly didn’t see my rewrite on page twelve.” She turned over her pages and gestured to the sea of red. “I’m out of ink.”
“I wonder why?” I tossed her a pen and returned to the scene. But this time, I refused to indulge in the daydream. I didn’t need to be the star of the movie to be content. After months and months of rejection, I finally caught a break. Being cast as the best friend in a made-for-TV movie mystery was a dream come true.
Even if I was stuck with Deborah Lane.
I first met the crazy actress a year earlier on Halloween night when we were hired as extras in a horror movie. And according to Deborah, we bonded while running through the cornfield from a crazed killer. Which unfortunately for us was real and not part of the horror movie plot.
And now it seemed as if our careers were intertwined. Any progress in Hollywood came with Deborah attached to my hip like a conjoined twin. She called us the next Laverne and Shirley but a more accurate comparison made her Janis to my Friends. She was the annoyance I couldn’t quite shake.
Furthering my inability to escape her, we were cast in Castle Island Murder as the main character’s squad – the sidekicks the gutsy amateur sleuth turned to when she was stuck in her investigation.
A smile crept across my face and I could hardly contain my excitement. We were a few days away from filming on location and tonight was the final chemistry read with the producer.
“What has you all smiley?” Deborah asked.
“Nothing.” I shrugged. “I’m excited… and a bit nervous.”
“Which explains why the perpetually late Becky Robinson finally showed up early to a meeting.” She exed out a huge section of dialogue. “Can’t say the same for the rest of these losers.”
Despite numerous auditions, screentests, costume fittings, and table reads, this final chemistry test left me more than a little worried. What if the producer bigwig didn’t like the goofy back-and-forth banter Deborah and I were hired for?
“Why are you so panicky? We already got the part and this is nothing but a formality.”
“Until the cameras roll, we can still be replaced.”
“Or long after. Ask Eric Schultz.” Her elongated, brown eyes glared as she assumed I didn’t understand the reference. “The original Marty McFly from Back to the Future. They filmed like half the movie before recasting with Michael J. Fox.”
“Thanks, I feel so much better.”
“Glad I could help, Short-Round.”
I cringed at the nickname she pegged me with. “To be on the safe side, we should play it cool and not rock the boat tonight.” I bit my lip as I spewed cliches.
“Is that comment directed at me?” She wiggled the red pen. “Because this is only in the interest of creating a superior movie.”
Something told me the producer wouldn’t appreciate her last-minute contributions. Speaking of, where were the others? I dug through my purse for the scribbled note.
Chemistry Test – 8 p.m. w/ Phillip Sorensen.
I checked my watch. Five after eight and everyone else pulled a no-show. Panic set in as my mind spiraled to the worst-case scenario. What if I made a mistake with the meeting location and instead of being early, I was late? Or what if they rescheduled?
“Are you sure we’re supposed to meet Mr. Sorensen at eight at night and not in the morning?” I asked.
“Relax Max, you’re starting to sound whacko.”
Coming from Deborah, the label was not a positive sign. I sucked in a deep breath and tried to take her advice. The meeting was nothing more than a formality.
The office door burst open and the lead actor sauntered inside. I met him briefly at the table read but he hardly spoke two words to me. Even though I was an official member of the cast, I found myself slinking into the background as if I didn’t belong.
Zac Lamb removed his leather jacket and plopped in a rolling chair. “Where’s Phillip?”
“Not here yet.”
“Brilliant. Then I’m not late.” He ran a hand through carefully styled dark-brown hair.
I narrowed my gaze as I attempted to place his face. Ever since I met Zac, I tried to remember what I knew him from. He appeared in numerous Hallmark movies and a few commercials but something else struck a familiarity.
Deborah elbowed me. “Take a picture, it’ll last longer.”
“Does he look familiar to you?” I whispered.
“Duh, he’s in the movie with us, playing the small-town sheriff. He and the prince are crazy about our best friend. Hence why they dubbed it a love triangle.”
“Besides that.”
Zac propped his feet on the table and drummed on the filing cabinet. “Who are you guys again?”
“Becky and Deborah,” I said.
“Did they switch things up or something?” He thumbed through the script. “I don’t remember those names.”
“Violet and Hazel,” Deborah corrected. “Don’t mind her. She isn’t a method actor. You call cut and she’s out of character.”
“Ah, no worries. Neither am I.” He tilted a computer monitor to check his reflection in the screen. “You gotta know when to disconnect from a role. Where the character ends and you begin. That’s what John does and I don’t have to tell you how successful he’s been.”
My forehead wrinkled. An actor named John didn’t exactly narrow things down. Wayne, Krasinski, Cleese… and those were only the tall ones. “John who?”
“Aren’t you adorable? John who?” Zac patted my cheek. “Stamos, babe. Only one of the greatest actors of our generation.”
I snapped, finally connecting the dots. Everything from his hair to his attitude was a dead ringer for Uncle Jesse from Full House.
“Have mercy.” Deborah rolled her eyes. “Surely you can’t be serious about Stamos?”
“The guy has no limits.” He counted off areas of expertise on his fingers. “Comedy, drama, heart-felt family moments, musical talent…”
Deborah scrunched her nose. “You described Barney the purple dinosaur.”
Zac’s chair popped a wheely as he leaned back. “Is she for real? How can you not like Stamos? Back me up, Hazel.”
I was still confused about how Zac based his entire persona on his favorite actor. “Um, I liked him on Full House and ER.”
“Cut, it, out. He wasn’t the best character on his only show,” Deborah said. “And don’t get me started on the later years of ER. Also known as the skip-a-reno seasons.”
Zac tilted his head to the side. “The seasons he single-handedly saved?”
“If by saved you mean ruined? Then yes, I agree.” Deborah crossed her arms. “Beauty only takes you so far.”
“Ha.” Zac’s upper lip curled as he sputtered for words. “I see what you’re doing, Violet. You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”
“I do not joke about TV.”
I massaged the tension forming in my neck. This wasn’t going well. Who knew John Stamos could be such a controversial topic among our cast members?
The door opened and the leading lady arrived. My head drooped and I exhaled. “Thank goodness.”
Courtney Finch dumped her oversized purse on the table and zipped her sweatshirt. “Is Zac prattling on about John Stamos again?”
“I don’t prattle.” His eyes crinkled at the edge. “I’m simply sharing my interests. Like how you talk about your little munchkins.”
“And you listen?”
“Of course.”
“How many do I have? What are their names?”
He snorted. “Well, there’s the little one and the bigger one…”
Courtney tied her golden locks into a bun and plopped onto her chair. “Where’s Phillip? It’s almost passed my bedtime.”
“Nice of you to dress up for us, Cort.” Zac waved at her outfit. “Are those your fancy sweatpants?”
“Not everyone can afford to spend forty minutes styling their hair.”
“At least spend ten.” He motioned to her frizzy blonde mess. “Or is this like the before shot of the princess makeover?”
“This is the ‘I’m a mom who doesn’t like being out after dark’ look.” She twisted in her seat and sighed. “Deborah, I thought we discussed the rewrites.”
Deborah’s pen hovered above the page. “I’m only making tiny corrections. Miniscule really.”
“You can’t be British.”
“But the prince is.”
“Because he’s from England. We’re playing Americans.” Courtney held out her hand and beckoned for the pen.
“Fine.”
“Nicely done.” My eyebrows crinkled. “She wouldn’t listen to me.”
“It’s all in the glare.” She circled a finger over her face. “If the acting thing didn’t pan out, I would have been a kindergarten teacher.”
Despite not being glammed up, it was no surprise as to why the studio cast Courtney as the lead with her Hollywood blue eyes and spirited personality.
Zac slid closer. “Hey, why does this scene direction say my character takes off his hat?”
“Because he was wearing one but isn’t anymore,” I said.
“Hats are for bald people or emergencies. You don’t cover up hair this good.” He adjusted the shape of his pompadour. “Add it to your rewrites, Violet.”
Deborah clicked her pen and thought better of it. “Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.”
“How much longer are we going to wait for Phillip?” Courtney checked her wristwatch as she yawned.
“Not to mention the other guy.” I pointed to the prince’s empty chair. In all our preproduction work, I never met him. Based on his lack of availability I started to believe he was actual royalty.
“I’m thinking my character could do a number in the middle of the movie to win over the detective.” Zac strummed an air guitar. “I can sing like Stamos and do his famous lip curl.”
“This isn’t a musical,” Courtney said.
“Come on, Pretty Mama.” He hopped out of his seat and serenaded us with a song. “I’d like to see the prince do that.”
“Oh Mylanta.” Deborah slapped her forehead. “Uncle Jesse was doing an Elvis impression.”
“Who?”
“The original singer of Heartbreak Hotel,” I said.
“Anyway, do you think Phillip would go for it?” Zac asked.
I thumbed through my script. “Perhaps we should read lines to pass the time. Are y’all game?”
The door creaked and the freakishly tall blonde producer rushed inside. “I apologize for my tardiness. I drove to the wrong studio by mistake. I know we talked about coming here but I forgot.”
“We started to worry about you, Sweetums.”
My gaze jerked to Deborah. Sure, she was weird but a cutesy nickname for the producer took her to a new level in the oddball territory.
“What was that?” I asked.
“What?” Her forehead wrinkled. “Did I forget to mention Phillip and I are an item?”
“Yes, you did.”
“Are you positive?” she asked.
“I think I would have remembered.”
Phillip unfolded smart glasses and pushed them by the bridge. “Alrighty, we should start since we’re running out of time. Does everyone know what a chemistry test…” he trailed off. “Where’s Jim, Jerry, Jeff… you know the prince guy?”
Courtney leaned forward. “Do you mean Liam?”
“Yeah, him.” He tightened his necktie. “We ought to wait until he gets here. Chemistry means nothing if no one comes.”
I twisted my head to the side, suddenly lost. Phillip Sorensen was like a walking typo. Nothing he said made sense.
Zac propped his feet on the empty chair. “Boss, what are the travel arrangements?”
“I’m not sure but we chartered a plane to Texas.” Phillip adjusted his glasses. “Everyone except Deborah will fly.”
“Binx doesn’t like planes,” she explained. “My cat.”
“We can bring our pets?” I asked.
Her posture straightened. “We should carpool! Road trip.”
Me and my big mouth. “Maybe, but my friend already agreed to dog sit.”
“Which friend?” Deborah asked.
“Lois.”
“Isn’t she an assistant to the director?”
“Um…”
Deborah clapped. “This is perfect we can all go together in my van.”
Zac raised a finger. “For the record, I’m taking the private plane.”
“No one invited you, Hair Boy.” Deborah rolled her eyes. “Not enough room for all your goops and gels.”
“My hair is my money maker, babe.”
Phillip removed his glasses. “Why is he calling you babe, Deborah? Is there something you want to tell me?”
Zac waved. “I use the term of endearment for everyone. Relax.”
“You’re hiding something.” Mr. Sorensen pointed. “Is it because he’s better looking than me?”
“I don’t care about looks,” Deborah said. “Which is why I’m with you, Sweetums.”
Phillip’s face contorted. “You guys better not be lying to me because I can always tell.”
“Court, explain it to him. Don’t I call everybody babe? It’s my thing.”
“He does and it’s very annoying,” she said.
“Alright.” Phillip tugged on his cufflinks. “Glad we cleared that up.”
My eyes darted and I wondered when I slipped into the Twilight Zone with the quirky bunch. Deborah and Zac were odd but Phillip Sorensen acted like two different people, a Jekyll and Hyde, with a crazy jealous streak.
“This is going to be a long fifteen-day shoot.” Courtney leaned closer to me. “You and I will need to stick together if we expect to survive.”
I nodded. “Deal.”
“So, Short-Round,” Deborah elbowed me. “What do you say about carpooling?”
“I’m not sure if there’s room for me and Lois and another friend might come…”
“It’s a big van.”
“We don’t pack light.”
“Decent point. My cat requires a lot of paraphernalia.” She tapped her temple. “I’ll keep thinking on it.”
Phillip reached across the table for Deborah’s hand. “What are you going to do on the long car ride without me? A whole day apart might as well be a lifetime.”
Deborah shuffled the pages of her script. “So, should we take this from the top?”
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Out of the Blue


The printer roared to life like a hungry grizzly bear and echoed through the empty office. It clunked, groaned, and finally printed out my copies. I straightened the papers and added them to the Moskowitz file. 
I rolled back to my desk and rubbed my eyes in hopes the mountain of paperwork would disappear in a blink. It didn’t and I couldn’t put off the clerical duties any longer. I was leaving for Texas in the morning and I needed to be caught up with my day job before taking two weeks of vacation.
After being named in the last will and testament of Albert Robinson, a man I never met, I spent the summer working with my ‘relatives’ at the Robinson Family Detective Agency. Though we shared the same surname, we weren’t related. Except in the sense we were all detectives. Well, in my case an amateur sleuth. But after five months of closing mysteries, I proved my value as a team member and earned an official spot. I enjoyed the work and as a struggling actress, I appreciated the steady paycheck.
And the icing on the cake – they allowed me to take two weeks off to pursue my acting dream. Solving six cases, including a high-profile art heist, went a long way to proving myself to my coworkers.
I blinked a few times as the page in front of me blurred. After reading a dozen background checks, everyone started to look the same. I jotted down notes for Ricardo and shoved the papers in the file.
I climbed the stairs to the converted office belonging to the senior detective. His balcony overlooked the bullpen, formally known as the dining room of Crocetti’s Pizzeria. Though we renovated, pieces of the former pizza place remained. The oak fire oven was particularly handy for late-night snacks.
The chime above the door jingled and my pulse thumped. Did I forget to lock the door? Who would visit at such a late hour? An unsavory client or an enemy with an axe to grind?
“Becky, are you here?”
My heart skipped a beat for another reason. I raced downstairs and stumbled over the last step. “Justin, what are you doing here?”
“I think we’ve put off our date long enough.”
Nine months, but who’s counting?
“I’m uh, working late and the mountain of paperwork isn’t going away no matter how many times I twitch my nose.”
“Luckily I brought dinner to you.” He shook a brown paper bag. “How’s Italian sound?”
I still couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of going on a real date with Justin Woods, the Hollywood Hunk. He was the star of two different TV shows - an actor on the rise. Meanwhile, I didn’t have an IMDb page. We solved murders together and developed a friendship but I blocked out thoughts of anything else. I never imagined my crush might be reciprocated.
He first mentioned the date on the Blue Suede Cruise, nine months earlier but life kept getting in the way and we accumulated more rainchecks than I could count. He left for Canada to film a western and a six-episode order turned into a full season. And I became busy with the detective agency.
“Your fettuccine alfredo is getting cold.”
I shook my head breaking the trance. “Sorry, long day.”
“I can leave if you need to get back at it.” He dropped the takeout bag on my desk.
“No, stay…” I cleared my throat. “I mean, I can use the break. My eyes are going cross-eyed from all the forms and background checks. Amazing how so many financial advisors are harboring sketchy pasts.”
“Think the Robinsons can manage without you?” Justin followed me to the kitchen.
“It’s only two weeks. How much trouble can they get into?”
“I’m glad you decided to pursue both careers instead of choosing one.” He reached for plates on the top shelf. “Being an actress/detective suits you.”
“Took me a while to figure it out.” I grabbed two cans of Dr Pepper from the fridge.
“You nervous?”
I cracked open the can and soda spewed everywhere. “What?”
“About shooting Castle Island Murder?” He snatched a towel, unfazed by my clumsiness. “I didn’t sleep for a week before my first acting job.”
“The infamous Teen at Crime Scene on The Mentalist.”
“Good memory.” He ran a hand through his dark-blonde hair. “But you’re practically an old pro now so you shouldn’t worry.”
“A few commercials and one TV pilot hardly make me an expert.” My nose scrunched. “I am nervous. More so since we’re filming on location.”
“Where is this Castle Island?”
“Brentwood Keys, Texas.” The idea of returning to my home state helped my uneasiness. Like an athlete with a homefield advantage. “It’s a small chain of islands off the coast of Galveston.”
“Granted I’m not an authority in royal history but I didn’t realize the United States has castles.”
“Of course we do. They aren’t all associated with dukes and princesses but they are fit for a fairytale.”
“What’s the story of the castle in Brentwood Keys?” He twisted his head to the side. “I’m sure you Googled it.”
“I may have.” I hid my smile behind a piece of garlic bread. “It was constructed in the late 1800s in a Victorian Gothic style and was one of the few structures to survive the great hurricane of 1900.”
“Who built it?”
“The Brentwood family, who settled the island and named the Keys,” I said. “The patriarch, a judge, commissioned the castle for his wife.”
“A princess?”
“Lady Margaret, a Countess from Ireland.”
Justin balanced the plates of food on his arm. “Sounds like an interesting place. You’ll have to send me pictures.”
“You should come.” I chewed my lip, annoyed I blurted out my thoughts. I still needed to work on that particular flaw. “Lois is coming with me for moral support. And she got a job working for the director. One step closer to her dream… of directing a box-office sensation.”
“I recall her mentioning that.”
“Anywho, you’re probably busy with your next project.”
“Nope. I have some time off before we begin filming season three of Prime Suspect.” He placed the plates on my desk and crossed his arms. “You sure I won’t be in the way?”
“Not at all. I bet you’ll find plenty to do. I mean how often do you receive the opportunity to lounge on a beach or surf? You like surfing, don’t you?”
“You do know L.A. has beaches, right?”
“I think I read that somewhere.” I twirled pasta onto my fork and took a huge bite. Perhaps a full mouth would prevent my foot from fitting.
Why were our conversations suddenly so awkward? I never had trouble talking to Justin before. We ate dinner together most nights before his TV series in Canada, so why was this any different?
“Something else on your mind?” Justin asked.
“No.” I shook my head and choked on a long piece of fettuccini. “I’m glad we cashed in the raincheck. This alfredo is excellent.”
“Something always prevents our first date from happening and I didn’t want to put it off until after your big movie.”
“We’ve been quite busy.” I sipped my Dr Pepper. “Acting and whatnot.”
“And solving murders.”
I released a forced chuckle. “Knowing my track record, a dead body will probably limp through the door and ruin the evening.”
The bell chimed and a dark figure entered the pizzeria. A scream worthy of my jumpy Hazel character escaped my lips before I recognized my best friend, Lois Vo. “What are you doing here?”
She removed her navy trench coat and tossed it onto the coat rack. “A little drizzle and Los Angeles drivers go into a frenzy.” She rang out her silky black hair. “But I don’t care because I had the greatest date with Jessy.”
Justin’s brow crinkled. “Jessy? The Robinson detective who thinks he's cool?”
“He is cool,” I said.
“Because he rides a motorcycle?” Justin rolled his eyes. “That's the sign of a guy trying too hard.”
“Remind me again what you wear this helmet for?” I gestured to my desk and fiddled with the visor attachment.
“Anyways I thought the other detective was the one Lois liked.” He rubbed his jaw. “Stephen?”
“Yuck.” Lois stuck out her tongue.
“He's rude, condescending, egotistical. And he refuses to listen to anyone else's ideas.”
“I thought you and him were getting along these days,” Justin said.
I shrugged. “We are. Imagine what I would have said when I hated his guts.”
Lois rolled her chair closer and snagged a breadstick. “Back to my amazing evening.”
“What did y'all do?” I asked.
“We went to a wonderful new movie called All About Eve.” Her dark-brown eyes bounced between us. “I realize the Oscars aren't anything to write home about anymore but I wonder if it will do well.”
“I'm guessing Best Picture.” I crossed my arms. “But unfortunately, Bette Davis and Anne Baxter will cancel each other out for best actress. Much to Joan Crawford's amusement.”
“Huh?” Lois’ forehead furrowed as she missed my joke.
“All About Eve came out in 1950,” Justin said. “It isn’t new.”
“Oh.”
“The clothes, cars, and old tech didn't clue you in?” I asked. “Not to mention, the movie is in black and white.”
“I thought it was a quirky period piece.” Lois tossed her shoulders. “Anyway, it made for a lovely first date. None of the awkward silence stuff. After working together for the last few months, we had plenty to talk about.”
“How nice.” I twirled my pasta with my fork and spoon. “Glad it went so well.”
“Is that fettuccine alfredo?” she asked.
“Do you want some?”
“Maybe a bite or two.” She grabbed an extra plate. “So, what are y’all up to tonight?”
My eyes cut to Justin. “Not much. We’re discussing the movie in Texas. He’s thinking about tagging along.”
“You should,” Lois said. “We can make a fun road trip out of it.”
“Road trip?” Justin’s fork clattered. “Don’t tell me you’re back to being afraid of flying.”
“I’m not.” Lois leaned back in her chair. “I’m better but flying isn’t an option this time.”
“We’re bringing Lorelai and Kitka.”
“Are you going to have time to work with all the entertaining you’re planning?” Justin asked.
“I’m only in a quarter of the film. I figure I’ll have plenty of downtime to relax, explore the island, and walk my dog.”
He smiled. “Yup, definitely your first movie.”
“Why do you say it like that?”
“Because if you think you’ll have the time or energy for anything other than filming, you’re crazy. On-location shoots are intense. They schedule multiple scenes each day and expect you to memorize pages of dialogue as you go. You’ll be filming two weeks straight, from sunup to sundown.”
“Perfect,” Lois said.
I curled my lip. “Doesn’t sound so amazing to me.”
“It means you won’t have any time to get into your usual trouble.” She smirked. “Like digging up an old pile of bones hidden in the castle.”
I held a finger over my mouth. “Shh! You’re going to jinx it.”
“Your reputation is starting to rival the lady from Murder She Wrote,” Justin said.
“Jessica Fletcher. And I’ll take it as a compliment.” A circus horn in the parking lot disrupted further banter. My brows knit together. “What is that?”
Justin scootched his chair. “Are you expecting any clients?”
“Not that I know of. Especially the Ringling Brothers variety.” I swung open the door in time to see an RV bouncing over the curb. It missed our Crocetti’s Pizzeria sign by a matter of inches.
Instead of a clown or a lion tamer, Deborah Lane busted down the steps with her black cat in tow. “Problem solved, Short-Round. This puppy has more than enough room for Gilligan, the Skipper too, the millionaire and his wife, the movie star, and the rest.”
“What?”
“We’re driving this baby to Brentwood Keys.” She flung her arms. “Woo-hoo, road trip!”
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Green with Envy


Bright and early the next morning Deborah and her luxurious Winnebago rolled into our apartment complex. In the darkness the night before, I didn’t notice all the bells and whistles. The thing must have cost her a fortune. Was Deborah harboring a secret connection to a wealthy family like the Ewings or the Carringtons? I thought about asking how she afforded a rental on a struggling actress’ salary but decided against it. No matter how she answered, the explanation would disturb me. 
Unlike the RV my father borrowed for a family road trip to Yosemite, this one didn’t look as if the 1970s threw up. Or smell like it either. The interior was sleek, stylish, and functional. It would make for the perfect trip if only we devised a plan to ditch the driver.
I sighed as I collected my bags. Was I being too hard on Deborah? Sure, she was a tad odd, but she wasn’t a bad person per se. And she went above and beyond to make the trip comfortable.
“Argh matey. Welcome aboard the Black Pearl.” Deborah lifted her eyepatch. “I’m your Captain, Jacqueline Sparrow.”
“We aren’t going to speak like pirates for the next twenty-four hours, are we?”
“Only if you want to.”
I stored my duffle bag in an overhead compartment. “No thanks.”
Lois plodded up the steps behind me. “Thank you for letting me tag along.”
“Well, well, well. We finally meet. The old best friend and the new one.” Deborah placed her hands on her hips and sized up the ‘competition’.
Lois’ eyes cut to me. “Uh-huh.”
“Uncanny. It’s like looking into a mirror.” Deborah twisted her mouth. “If I were Asian, we’d be twins.”
“You have a cat!” Lois yelled the awkward change of subject and gestured to the feline in her purse. “Me too. This is Kitka.”
“Kinda small, isn’t she?” Deborah squinted. “Binx can gobble her up in one bite.”
Lois hugged her bag to her chest. “He can?”
“Where is Binx?” I asked. “I haven’t seen him since last Halloween when you rescued him.”
“In the loft.” Deborah pointed to the area above the cockpit… or whatever one called the driver’s space in a Winnebago. “He overslept and missed his nap.”
“You’re kidding about him eating up Kitka, right?” Lois asked.
“Of course I am. He much prefers lasagna.”
I arched a brow and returned to the apartment for the rest of my stuff. Apparently, my costar adopted Garfield. I plodded upstairs and retrieved my eager Jack Russell Terrier. While she waited by the door for her favorite words, she tangled her leash on the end table.
“Lorelai, how did you manage to tie yourself into a knot?” I twisted back and forth but we only became more entrenched. I unclipped from her vest and fed the free end through the mess. “This is worse than the Christmas tree debacle.”
Her head tilted and she lifted her nose in a violent ‘Ra-ra-roo’ bark as if telling me to hurry up.
“Don’t worry, the kitty cat won’t leave without you.” The puppy grew concerned the minute Kitka climbed inside Lois’ purse.
Lorelai plopped onto her belly and hid her face under a paw. Clearly, tired of watching me struggle.
“This is what happens when you spin around like the Tasmanian devil.”
The door opened and Lorelai took off like a rocket. “Hey come back here.” I tripped over the leash and smacked my chin on the end table.
Justin snagged the leaping terrier, preventing her great escape. “Sorry, I should have knocked but Lois told me to give you a hand with the rest of your junk. Her words, not mine”
I rubbed my face, hoping there wasn’t blood. Stitches were the last thing I needed before filming my first movie. “Take whatever you can carry.” I motioned to the pile stacked by the door. “And I’ll grab whatever you can’t as soon as I free her leash.”
Justin picked up the end table and the tangled mess slunk to the floor.
“Why didn’t I think of that?”
“What can I say? I’m a problem solver.” He slung a bag over his shoulder and loaded up the other two like a pack mule. “Are you sure you don’t want to bring the Ficus tree? It might get lonely seeing as you’re taking everything else you own.”
“Funny. We’re also leaving the toaster.”
“But how will you make Pop-Tarts on the road?”
My eyes widened. “Good point.”
Justin’s head flung backward. “I was kidding.”
“I’m not. I don’t joke about Pop-Tarts.” My sneakers scuffed across the floor as I maneuvered to the kitchen. The sticky noise made me question when we last mopped.
My mother was in town… I shook my head. That couldn’t be right, she last visited in January. No way we went that long. My eyes cut to the dusty chore chart attached to the fridge. We lasted two weeks with our New Year’s resolution to stay more organized.
“Hey Tumbler, think you can open the door? This junk isn’t exactly light.”
“Gotcha.” I jogged across our dirty floor and decided to ignore the problem until we returned home. It waited nine months, another two weeks wouldn’t do any more harm. I twisted the doorknob and gave the place a final once-over. “Are you sure carrying everything in one trip is wise? With the steps and all?”
“You forget I used to be a stuntman.” Justin grinned and slid the rest of the way down on the railing.
“Now you’re just showing off.” As if to prove the point, I tripped on the pesky bottom step and fumbled the toaster. It dented on the curb and crumbs of bread flew everywhere. “I wanted to feed our birds before we left.”
Justin shook his head and disappeared inside the RV. A pigeon landed beside Lorelai and she dove out of the way to cower under my legs.
“You’re supposed to bark at birdies, not hide from them.”
Lois fled from the Winnebago, her hair frizzy and buzzing with static electricity. “Ugh. I can’t believe it.”
“Did you rub your head against a bundle of balloons again?”
“What? No.” She smoothed a hand over her head. “I apologize.”
“For what?”
Lois jerked her chin toward Deborah. “I thought you made her up or at the very least exaggerated. But I think you undersold her quirkiness.”
I spent months regaling her with stories of Deborah and her reaction never quite matched mine. “I knew you didn’t believe me.”
“You described her as a woman who thinks she’s a witch and also claimed she makes more pop-culture references than you. How am I supposed to believe something so farfetched?”
“The witch thing was a misunderstanding. She was in character at the time.”
“Are you sure?”
“No, but it helps me sleep at night without worrying about her casting a spell on me.”
“If I catch her ordering eye of newt or toe of frog on Amazon, I’m changing my name and going into witness protection.”
“Calm down, Lady Macbeth. Shipping takes at least two days and we’ll be safe in Texas by then.”
“What does the Scottish play have to do with my new identity?” Like any superstitious director, Lois refused to call the Shakespearean drama by its cursed name.
“Macbeth coined the cliché witch’s potion – which was actually just plants. ‘Eye of newt’ is a mustard seed.”
“Where did you learn that?”
“Sometimes I think you forget I was a theater geek.”
Lois arched an eyebrow. “Was?”
“Anyway, I don’t think Deborah is going to cast any spells on us.”
“But if she were to curse someone, wouldn’t it be her competition for the position of your best friend?” She jabbed a finger into her chest. “Me.”
“You’re being ridiculous.”
“Freeze punk.” Deborah jumped out of nowhere and snapped a photograph. “Ooh, that’s a keeper. You’re both screaming.”
“Are we ready to go?” I asked.
“Just as soon as we snap a group selfie.” Deborah shoved us closer. “Where’s Green Eyes? Can’t take a picture without the eye candy.” She ran into the RV and grabbed Justin. “You’re part of the road trip. Of course, you’re in the photo.”
“I suppose but you didn’t need to yank my shoulder out of the socket.”
Deborah stretched her arm and took the shot without warning. “Beautiful. That’s going straight to all my social channels. I’ll make sure to tag everyone.”
A quick glimpse of her screen confirmed my suspicions – three awkward smiles and a woman with a crazy glint. And we volunteered to travel with her.
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“No kidding,” Deborah mumbled from behind the wheel. “What kind of goober installs speedbump on a highway?”
Justin curled the bill of his Dodgers cap. “Is it my turn to drive yet?”
“Not hardly.” Deborah flapped her elbows like wings. “I’m loving the open road.” She punched the horn. “Hey buddy, watch it! Those Mini Coopers think they own the road, well they’re in for a wakeup call.”
Lois peeked over her sleep mask. “She almost squashed the poor old lady.”
“Move it or lose it.” Deborah leaned to check in her side mirror and switched lanes without warning.
I swallowed my fear and tried to focus on the game. “Do you have any threes?”
Justin shook his head. “Go fish.”
I drew another card I didn’t need and added it to my collection. “This is way better than a three-hour flight.”
Lois screamed and jumped on top of her bed. Her head smacked the ceiling of the RV. “Something attacked me.” She rubbed her hand across her pants. “It was the size of a panther and it licked me.”
“I see you met Binx.” Deborah swiveled in her chair, which hardly felt safe seeing as she was the driver.
“That was no cat.”
My eyes widened at the big boy. “He must eat a lot of lasagnas.”
“I’ve never seen a cat so humongous not in the wild,” Lois said. “He weighs more than our pets combined.”
Deborah shrugged. “He’s only twenty pounds.”
“Only?” I knelt on the floor to pet him. “Do you remember me from Halloween?”
“He’s a Ragamuffin,” Deborah said.
“I wouldn’t say that.” I stroked his rabbit-like black fur. He didn’t seem scruffy or disheveled to me. “You’re a handsome boy.”
“That’s the name of his breed.” Deborah rolled her eyes. “Duh.”
“Oh.” My hand hovered over his coat. Who knew?
“What breed is your cat, Lois?”
Her eyes darted from me to Justin as she considered the question. “Kitka is uh… short haired…” She lowered her voice. “Cats have different breeds?”
I shrugged.
“She looks like Ojos Azules to me,” Deborah said. “Means blue eyes in Spanish.”
Lois snapped her fingers. “You guessed it.”
“Ha. Knew it.” Deborah punched the air. “I’m more accurate than a DNA test.”
Over the first few hours of the trip, the animals mostly went their separate way. Lorelai was the most curious of the trio but also the biggest chicken. When Garfield… er, Binx finally left his loft, Lorelai boogied to the ladder to investigate. She climbed the first three rungs before I caught her.
“No ladders. You’ll scurry up there and try to jump down.” My eyes widened as I noticed my cards lying face up. “Did you see them?”
“Hard to miss them.” Justin tossed his stack. “Guess our competitive game of Go Fish is ruined.”
“Can someone take over driving?” Deborah asked.
Justin popped up from his seat and smacked his knees on the dining room table. “Gladly. Just pull over…”
“No need. It’s on cruise control so grab the wheel.”
“What?” Justin lunged as we drifted into traffic.
Deborah wandered away from the captain’s chair with her eyes glued to her phone. “I can’t believe Phillip. He’s making me go nuts.”
“Who?” Lois asked.
“My boyfriend.”
“And the producer,” I added.
“I sent him our group photo and he’s getting all riled up. Over NOTHING. ‘Who’s the dude in the picture? Why’s he with you? Why won’t you answer me?’” Deborah huffed. “His jealousy is out of control.”
I glanced over her shoulder. “Perhaps you should answer him?”
“I will and mess with him. That would teach him a lesson.”
“Or you could tell the truth and not irritate the guy producing our movie.”
She brushed off my concern. “I like my plan better. He deserves it after turning greener than the Hulk. All because of a harmless selfie.”
“It’s not worth picking a fight.”
She snorted. “Get this. He asked a cop buddy to use facial recognition and identified Justin through the DMV. Can you say whacko?”
“What?” Justin’s head jerked to the living room.
“He is so over the top.” Deborah tossed her phone on the sofa. “I’m ignoring his petty, childish questions until after we get to Texas.”
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“No kidding. We’re already in Texas and it isn’t even midnight yet.”
He adjusted his grip on the wheel. “Only twelve more hours to go.”
I winced at the realization. How was El Paso the halfway point between L.A. and Galveston? “That doesn’t make sense.”
A ringing bell interrupted our discussion. Justin closed his eyes. “It’s starting again.”
After the fight with her boyfriend, Deborah curled into bed to hibernate and left her phone buzzing in the kitchen… all evening.
“Make it stop!” Lois buried her head under a pillow.
“The guy is relentless.” I flipped over the device and the lock screen flashed at me, concerned I wanted to break in. “How do I shut this thing off? Or at least silence it?”
She must have received a million texts since retiring to her room. And each message was accompanied by an irritating chime. With every mile, we became more unhinged.
“I can’t take any more.” Lois tossed and turned from the sofa bed and propped open the window. “I say we chunk it. We can chip in and buy her a new one next month.”
“Won’t solve our problems.” Justin weaved off the highway to a gas station. “The buzz is now a permanent ringing in my ear. I can’t tell which is real.”
“Shouldn’t Phillip take the hint by now?” My shoulders shuddered. “This has the makings of every creepy stalker in a scary movie.”
Justin pulled into a gas station and parked the RV. “Time to wake Sleeping Beauty.”
“Lo, would you mind waking Deborah?” I asked as Lorelai circled and grabbed her leash. “My puppy is having a bathroom emergency.”
Lois rolled her eyes. “Convenient.”
I opened the Winnebago door and the gigantic cat almost flew to freedom. Snagging Binx by the collar I dragged him back. “No, you stay.”
“Even her cat jingles.” Justin rubbed his ear. “I don’t blame him for staging an escape.”
I maneuvered around the Raggamuffin and spilled outside. Despite being nighttime and technically autumn, a warm mugginess hung in the air. The Chill of an Early Fall George Strait sang about was nothing more than a myth in Texas. If summer ever ended it sure wasn’t early.
Justin stopped in his tracks and pivoted. “Did you hear that?”
I froze midstride and my pulse raced. “Stop teasing.” I shoved his shoulder. “You’re just trying to scare me because we’re at an abandoned gas station in the middle of the night.”
He held a finger to his mouth and squinted. “That isn’t it.”
“You really heard something?” I scooped up Lorelai. “What did it sound like?”
Before he answered, two men in ski masks barreled around the corner and sucker punched him. Justin stumbled but caught his balance as the second guy swung. He ducked and swept the leg of his attacker in one motion. “Go, Becky.”
My throat constricted and I couldn’t move. I found myself torn between running for help and leaving Justin alone. He smacked the taller attacker with a powerful right hook. Then again, what could a five-foot-nothing gal like me do in a fight?
With my puppy awkwardly clutched in my arms, I sprinted for the Winnebago, where I left my phone.
The door flung open to Deborah. “What’s wrong? You look like you ran into Casper.”
“Two muggers cornered us and attacked Justin. We have to call the cops.”
“I don’t believe it.” Deborah marched down the steps. “He said he would but I figured he was bluffing.”
“Who did what?”
Lois stuck her head out the window. “I called the police. Y’all should come back inside.”
“Not until I find out what Deborah meant.” I hurried after her. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“We need to stop them before they mess up Green Eyes’ perfect face.”
“Stop who? Why does it seem like you know something about the muggers?”
A towering display of soda cases exploded as Justin tossed a mugger into the heart of the pyramid. The ski mask man crashed into the boxes and cleared the field with a strike. The second fellow charged and Justin hit him with a broom for the knockout.
“Never mind.” Deborah shrugged. “Clearly he doesn’t need our help.”
“Wow, Hollywood. I thought stuntmen are supposed to pull their punches.”
“They started it.” Justin hauled the remaining mugger to his feet and drug him over to his buddy. “Deb, these guys said something about delivering a message. Care to explain?”
“From Phillip.” A fire raged in her brown eyes. “I can’t believe he went through with this nonsense.”
“He sent the muggers?” I asked.
“He hired thugs to beat up Justin. He’s insanely jealous.”
“Because of one group photo?” My voice squeaked. “Is he crazy?”
“Every time I go on my phone or mention a guy friend, he thinks I’m seeing someone else. The dude is unhinged.”
And coming from Deborah, that was saying something. “What now?”
A muscle in Deborah’s jaw twitched. “Next time I lay eyes on Phillip, I’m going to kill him.”
My heart thumped. We hadn’t even arrived on location and the movie was already a total disaster. “I can’t believe the producer hired a couple of goons to rough Justin up.”
“Or try to.” Justin kicked the boot of the unconscious fellow. “If one photograph sends this guy over the edge, there’s no telling what he might do.”
“He’s not going to do anything,” Deborah said. “He and I are through. Hasta la vista, baby.”
I snagged her hand before she fired off a text message. “Perhaps this is a conversation best had in person.”
“Why?”
“Because he’s producing our movie and it’s more difficult to fire us if we’re in town.”
“He might be psycho but he isn’t vindictive,” Deborah said.
Justin massaged his bruised jaw. “I beg to differ.”
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Rose Colored Glasses


Deborah paced the dock and each step shook the planks with her ire. “What kind of policy is this?” 
I sidestepped out of her path. “It makes sense when you think about it.”
“To whom? A massive pickup truck with monster tires, no biggie. Ginormous delivery vehicles, come on down. But the ferry draws the line at a luxurious Winnebago? Some tourist town this is.”
“You’re welcome to leave your RV in our lot while you’re staying in Brentwood Keys.” The assistant manager of the Brentwood Ferry Company adjusted his wire-rim glasses. “We lock the gates at closing and there are security cameras…”
“Save it.” Deborah held up her hand. “And there’s no road or bridge we can take instead?”
“Afraid not. The ferry is the only way to and from the Keys.”
“How inconvenient.” She huffed and spun on her heel. With a narrow-eyed glare, she shoved a finger at the assistant manager. “You and me ain’t done, Zeke.”
“I’m Martin.” He gestured to the name stitched on his coveralls.
“It’s a TV reference. Must you ruin everything?”
I tugged her by the arm and cut in front of her. “We’ll need four tickets on your next ferry, Martin.”
“And your vehicle?” he asked as he strode to the booth.
Deborah slapped her forehead. “Dude your short-term memory is worse than Dory, the forgetful fish from Finding Nemo.”
“I meant aside from the RV are you bringing any other vehicles.”
“My friend has a motorcycle,” I said.
He slid a card under the window. “Make certain this is properly displayed on the windshield after you board.”
“Thanks.”
He unfolded a leaflet. “As far as our procedure during tropical storms…”
“Storm?” Deborah pressed against the glass barrier. “What storm?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure this is the standard safety spiel, right Martin?”
“Right. Anytime a tropical cyclone appears on the radar, we warn guests about our evacuation policy.” He fiddled with his glasses. “Of course, most of these threats peter out in the Gulf, so I wouldn’t worry none.”
Deborah crossed her arms and glared at the Winnebago parked under a palm tree. “This trip is off to a terrible start.”
The remaining twelve hours to Galveston did little for her mood. She was still reeling after Phillip’s jealous display and I didn’t blame her. What kind of person orchestrated a tune-up because of an innocent photograph?
I shook off my suspicions. It didn’t matter if the producer belonged in the looney bin. All that mattered for the next two weeks was Castle Island Murder. I couldn’t allow Deborah’s drama or anything else to distract me.
“I take it Deb’s plea didn’t go well?” Justin rolled his motorcycle off the rig attached to the back of the Winnebago.
“Nope, the RV stays on the mainland.”
“And you said I shouldn’t bring my bike.” He propped his elbow on the handlebar. “It’s the perfect way to navigate the island.”
“It’s a deathtrap masked with shiny red paint.”
“Candy-apple-red.”
“My mistake.” I jerked a thumb to the Winnebago. “I better grab my bags and get Lorelai ready. She’s not a fan of boats.”
“Since when? I seem to recall she had a blast on the Elvis cruise.”
“She’s quirky that way. Her fears come and go. Recently, she’s become deathly afraid of bubbles.”
“Bubbles?”
I cupped my hand and pretended to blow. “This motion sends her hiding under the bed and the only way to coax her out is with a peanut butter bribe.”
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Justin grabbed my arm. “Are you okay?”
“Is it me or is the dock swaying?” A wave of dizziness took over and my body leaned to the left to compensate. “I’m a tad seasick.”
“A tad, Tumbler?”
“In hindsight, you shouldn’t skip the seasick meds even on a short ferry ride,” Lois said.
I closed my eyes but it only made the rocking worse. “Now’s not the best time for an ‘I told you so’ moment, Lo-Vo.”
“Sorry.”
“Hang tight, I’ll fetch your bags,” Justin said.
Lois scanned the harbor. “I don’t see a welcome wagon. Where are you supposed to check in?”
“I’m not sure.” I sipped on my water, hoping to keep my lunch down. “The location manager is meeting us… I hope.”
Deborah hustled to catch up, her rolling suitcase making a racket on the planks. “Looking a little green, Kermit.”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” The mention of green made my queasiness worse.
Lorelai tugged on her leash propelling me forward without warning. My wobbly legs and general proclivity for clumsy moments proved to be a deadly combo. The powerful little pup took off after Deborah’s cat and dragged me with her. I stumbled for the first few steps before face-planting on the sandy shore.
“Becky, are you alright?” Lois asked from the dock above.
“Peachy.” Seaweed wrapped around my leg, pulling me back to the ground and a wave crashed against my body. “I’m soaked from head to toe.” Lorelai licked my face, apologizing for her role in the incident.
A tall African American man hovered over me and offered a hand. “You must be Becky Robinson.”
“What gave me away?” One movie and I was already pegged as a klutz.
“I’m the location manager, Howie Hartford. My crew and I will handle everything from your lodging to transporting you to the set daily.”
I attempted to dust off my soggy clothes. “I suppose you’re the man to thank for choosing this beautiful island, Mr. Hartford.”
“Drop the mister, makes me feel old.”
“Sure thing.”
“If you think the marina is sweet, wait until you lay eyes on the castle.” He grabbed the clipboard tucked underneath his arm. “And you must be Lois Vo. The director is meeting with her team at Keys Coffee as we speak, so you might want to hustle. She’s not too forgiving when people are late.”
“But we just arrived and the ferry…” Lois’ face went pale. “Which way is the coffee shop?”
“One of my guys can take you over in a van.”
Lois passed her cat purse to me. “Can you take care of Kitka for me until I finish?”
“Sure, I’m not doing anything else.”
“Thanks.” She ran off to a marked van and hopped inside.
Hartford stretched his neck and scanned the ferry. With a long exhale he threw his hands. “Great.”
“Are you looking for someone?” I asked.
“We’re still waiting for the stunt coordinator to arrive. I guess he’s coming on a later ferry.” He smoothed a hand over his closely cropped beard. “You didn’t see him on board, did you?”
I didn’t know what the guy looked like but it didn’t matter. “No one else was on the ferry which is sorta weird for a tourist town.”
“People are spooked by the weather.” He rolled his eyes. “I grew up in New Orleans and looks to me like the system will blow right over us.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Not that anyone bothers to listen to me.” He gave a dismissive wave to the ferry. “Let’s check you and Deborah into the hotel.”
With the two animals in tow, I hustled to keep up with Hartford’s quick stride. “Is there anything on the agenda today or can I explore the island?”
“Afternoon is yours but make sure you’re back in time for the cast dinner tonight at eight.” He ducked underneath a tree branch. “Phillip wants everyone to come together and bond.”
“Everyone?”
“Main cast, director, and producers. Intimate thing.”
“What about you?”
He huffed. “Yeah, me too.”
I hadn’t known Hartford long but I got the sense he didn’t enjoy his job. “You aren’t looking forward to it?”
“Since our plane landed, I’ve played referee between Phillip and Kerri.”
“Why are the producer and director fighting?” That wasn’t a good sign.
“I shouldn’t be sharing this with you. Forget I said anything.”
“Everyone needs to vent sometimes.”
“I didn’t expect to play the role of babysitter for a bunch of grownups.”
I looped Lorelai’s leash around my hand and interrupted her cricket hunt. “I imagine Phillip isn’t the easiest guy to work for.”
“Not by a longshot. Some producers are hands-off, some are micromanagers, and then there’s Phil. He’s an expert in fields he knows nothing about and every idea has to be his.” Hartford shook his head. “Then pair him up with this particular director… let’s just say, they call her Scary Kerri for a reason.”
When I met her during preproduction, she seemed pleasant. Maybe Phillip Sorensen brought out the worst in people. He certainly overreacted to the Deborah situation.
“I don’t normally gossip this much, especially to a total stranger.” Hartford rocked on his heels. “I’m starting to sound like my Granny and the blue-haired biddies at her salon.”
“Don’t knock it. The best small-town news comes from a beauty salon. It’s usually the most accurate too.”
“Still…” He placed a room key in my hand. “Anyway, the van will take you to the Tudor Mansion Inn.”
“Jinkies.” Deborah popped up from the backseat like a jack-in-the-box. “Did he say Tudor Mansion Inn?”
“Do you know it?” Hartford asked.
“Did Mr. Boddy invite six of his closest friends to solve his murder?”
His gaze darted from Deborah to me. “What’s she talking about?”
“The board game Clue with Colonel Mustard, Miss Scarlett…”
“Ah, I don’t play games.” He slid the van door and knocked on the roof to signal the driver.
“Tudor Mansion is the name of the house the Clue characters are invited to by the dead guy, Mr. Boddy.”
I nodded. “I know, Deborah. I’ve seen the movie. The name of the inn is probably a coincidence.”
“I’m not sure how that Howie guy missed the pop-culture connection when it’s so obvious. Even you picked up on it and you’re always slow on the uptake.”
I sucked in a breath through my nose and refused to take the bait. “Did you straighten things out with Phillip?”
“He’s MIA. But don’t worry, I’ll find him. And when I do, I’ll give him a piece of my mind.”
“Please don’t forget he is our boss.”
“That’s what you’re worried about? My relationship is down the drain because you insisted on bringing Green Eyes and all you can think about is your job. Sometimes you can be so selfish.”
“Me?” My voice squeaked a few octaves higher. “This is my fault?”
“Glad we can agree.”
When we arrived at the inn, I couldn’t break away from Deborah fast enough. To play convincing best friends, I needed some time away from her. She entered through the lobby and I maneuvered to a side door.
The design of the Tudor Mansion Inn resembled a miniature castle – from the gabled roofs to the stained-glass windows. It was perfect for a relaxing getaway.
I rounded the corner and my queasy stomach returned. Several workmen teamed up to cover the stained-glass windows with plywood. Why would they bother unless there was more to the tropical storm than Hartford said?
“Becky, did we really come to the Gulf during hurricane season?”
I spun and knocked into Lois. “What happened to your meeting with the director?”
“I missed it.”
“I’m sorry.”
“And she was none too happy about it either. I tried asking someone for notes but they completely ignored me.”
“Don’t be discouraged, Lo-Vo. This is a step up for us both. You are one step closer to your dream, Miss Assistant Director.”
“I’m not quite the AD.”
“No? What are you.”
Her eyes darted to the ground. “Where did Justin disappear to?”
“He went back to the ferry for my bags and I accidentally ditched him.” I wagged my finger. “But don’t change the subject. Scary Kerri didn’t fire you, did she?”
“I’m further down the pecking order than I realized.”
“What’s after Assistant Director?”
“The 2nd AD.”
“And that’s what you are?”
Lois shook her head. “I’m the 2nd-2nd Assistant Director.”
A smile spread across my face. “You made that up.”
“No, I didn’t. Watch the credits of any movie and you’ll see it is a legit job.”
“If it’s real, why didn’t they call it 3rd instead of 2nd-2nd?”
“I don’t know, I didn’t make up the term.”
“What does a duplicate 2nd AD do?”
“You’re not hiding your smirk very well.”
I lifted my shoulders. “Good, because I wasn’t trying to.”
Lois huffed. “My role is essential to getting the smaller aspects of the set in order. I’m in charge of extras and vehicles for the background action…”
“Did you Google your job title?” I followed her gaze. “You’re reading the Wikipedia definition.”
“So? I couldn’t ask Kerri. I thought you told me she was friendly.”
“She was when I met her.”
“Well, she isn’t anymore. People call her Scary Kerri.”
“I heard.” I motioned to the inn. “How about we go inside? Lorelai is ready for her nap.”
“They put me in a tiny coat closet in the basement. Where are you?”
I jingled my key. “No number but based on the tag, I’m guessing the blue room?”
“All the actors have suites on the top floor so you’re probably with them.”
“Yeah, right.” I snorted. “Wait… I am one of the actors. How strange is that?”
“Don’t go getting a big head about it and forget the little people.”
“How could I forget the famous 2nd-2nd Assistant Director, Lois Vo? You’ll go down in history with the other greats, like Spielberg’s second cousin, Alan.”
“You’re hilarious.” Lois squeezed around me and trudged inside. “Why are we sneaking in the side door?”
“Well, Deborah…”
“Say no more.” Lois snaked through the hallway to the staircase. “No elevator, I checked.”
“I figured you wouldn’t volunteer to take the stairs.”
By the third flight, dramatic Lois was in full swing. “I can’t go on, will you carry me?”
“We’re almost there.”
“I’m not gonna make it.”
I rolled my eyes. “I guess I’ll go on without you.” I froze at my blue door. “Oh, my goodness.”
“What?”
“My room…” I gestured to the placard. “I’m in the Mrs. Peacock suite.”
“Like the board game?”
I twisted the key and hurried inside. The entire suite was decorated to resemble a library. A bookcase even framed the king bed.
“I get it.” Lois spread her arms. “Mrs. Peacock, in the library…”
“…with a dagger.” I snagged the murder weapon from the shelf.
“Life-sized game piece? How clever and dangerous.”
I spun in a circle, soaking it all in. “This is the cheesiest hotel ever. And I love it!”
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Seeing Red


Lois opened a dresser drawer and placed a stack of my clothes inside next to my slippers. “All done.” 
I twisted my wet hair into a towel. “What are you doing?”
“Unpacking your suitcase.”
“Does this task fall under the purview of the 2nd-2nd Assistant Director?”
She rolled her eyes. “I try to do something nice and you mock.”
“My stuff was perfectly fine in the suitcase.”
“It was getting all wrinkled.”
“I think getting smooshed into my bag for a 24-hour drive already took care of that.”
A knock on the door interrupted our bickering. I glanced down at my sloppy Texas A&M sweatshirt. I was a long way off from being ready for dinner or receiving guests. “Who is it?”
“The guy you ditched at the ferry.”
“Justin.”
He stepped into my library room. “So, you do remember me.”
“Sorry the van left and I forgot… thanks for dropping my stuff by. I had to shower after falling in the ocean.”
“Lois filled me in.” He plopped on the lounge chair and rubbed Lorelai’s ears. “Quite the room you got here.”
“It’s Clue themed.”
“She’s Mrs. Peacock,” Lois said.
A door slammed and shouting voices drifted into the hallway.
“What’s that about?” Lois asked.
I cracked open my door and peeked out. “The two love birds are finally meeting up.”
Deborah stormed out of the Mrs. White room. “Don’t walk away from me, Phillip. I’m not done.”
“But you said we’re through.” He swung his arms over his head. “Why would I stick around? If you expect me to grovel, I won’t. I’m above that. Besides, this whole thing is your fault. If anyone owes me an apology it’s not me.”
A door across the hall squeaked and Zac Lamb stepped outside. He nudged his chin. “This is better than anything on cable.”
“Should we do something?” I asked.
Courtney inched out of her room. “This was a long time coming. Perhaps they can hash it out before we start filming.”
“Don’t go playing the victim,” Deborah yelled. “I only broke up with you because you’re a jealous maniac who hired a hitman to eliminate a guy in a photo.”
“Ah-ha.” He snapped his fingers. “So, you admit to being in the picture with him.”
“Are you cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs? I’m not denying the picture, I’m denying the cheater accusation.”
“Stop implying I’m crazy.”
“I’m not implying, Phillip. You are certifiably nuts.”
“Takes a nut to know one.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t even make sense.”
“You’re going to regret crossing me, Deborah.”
“If you try to sabotage this movie out of spite, I’ll bury you, Sorensen.”
He smirked. “I only need to sabotage you, Sweetums. Not my movie.” His anger bubbled over and he punched a hole in the wall. “What are you people looking at? Go back to your rooms.”
Courtney arched an eyebrow
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