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  Chapter 1


The studio was dark, my brain was fried, and I was a lunatic.  
What had I been thinking?! There were five, count them five, hormonally challenged, caffeine-and-sugar infused women in the television studio wreaking havoc on the producer, the director, the production manager, the floor manager, the camera operator, anyone within range of their voices. Not to mention the audio guys were probably going nuts trying to adjust the sound levels of these women on doing voiceovers for the show. They sounded like South American monkeys who had just been captured by warrior natives. Shrill screaming was an understatement.
I had a headache.
Maybe I should back up a moment and explain what was happening. You might want to sit down, kick off your shoes, and have your favorite beverage, or snack, at your fingertips. Yeah, it’s going to take a moment or two and you should be comfortable before reading any further. Hey, I’m only thinking of your health and well-being.
I’m Parker Bell, I own a very successful cyber security company in Atlanta that does work for various government agencies. Stop yawning, it’s really not that boring. Well, yeah, it can be. BUT, I have employees who do most of the work. I am also a best-selling crime author. That’s a lot more fun. 
I’m in my mid-thirties, I’m not telling you exactly how old I am because, really, who cares? I’m the average height of your average American female, five feet four inches. I have baby fine, light brown hair that refuses to conform to any type of hair styling. 
Forget the blow dryer and curling iron, I don’t have the patience for either one, and short of shellacking my hair into place for the next one hundred years, I either wash it and run my dainty little fingers through it to let it air-dry or I wash it and go to sleep on it. I make no apologies for just combing my hair and being done with it. Yep, that’s my version of styling my hair. 
My personal style is, well, what I consider as being computer geek stylish has been referred to as frumpy-dump. Yeah, whatever, and that person is no longer my friend.
Although I have now upgraded from jeans and tie-dye tee shirts, the decade of hippies, peace, and love appealed to my free spirit nature, to jeans and orange-and-blue Gator wear. 
Basically, if my clothes can’t be worn with sneakers or maybe leather sandals, it’s probably not ever going to find its way into my closet.
Every once in a while, I do have to attend a meeting and I do own appropriate, professional business attire but I feel like an alien from Mars who’s being tortured by the human constriction of clothes.
I am somewhat, cough cough, sarcastic although I do sorta, maybe, make a controlled effort not to be that way. Okay, so I’m lying. I find most of my remarks funny and make little to no effort to control anything that decides to slip out of my mouth and into the air.
Most of my friends don’t consider that one of my more endearing qualities. The fact that they’re still friends with me is somewhat amazing. However, they have learned never to ask me a question they don’t want an answer to because I will answer any question that is asked of me.
I have brown eyes but not the kind that gets me out of speeding tickets with the police. They’re just nice-looking brown eyes. 
I am single and being single can be a plus, although it does get lonely at times. Those internet dating sites are not all they’re cracked up to be. I can’t find a man who can multi-task at one time - breathe, talk, and has a sense of humor - within five hundred miles. My assistant Missy says it’s because I’m too picky. I prefer the word discerning.
Being transparent here, I do have one man who thinks I’m the goddess he’s always wanted. It’s Joe D. Savannah of We Make Money, CPAs. He was my first love boyfriend and is on wife number three. His version is he keeps marrying someone who he says is like me.
Let me point out, every one of his wives has been taller than me, has blonde hair, has a MUCH larger chest than I do and, you guessed it, they’re nothing like me. 
The only reason why we never married was because he wanted to be a big fish in a small pond and I thought I’d die in a small pond.
Anyway, back to the five hormonally challenged women in the studio.
They’re the Lady Gatorettes - Misty Dawn, Myrtle Sue, Flo, Rhonda Jean, and Mary Jane – and they suddenly became very popular on their local radio show, then went national and then some very stupid, stupid person who thought he was a genius decided it would be great to have them on a reality TV show.
This had now turned into the TV show from h, e, double hockey sticks.
The girls were loose cannons at best and beyond crazy at their worst. Oh, did I mention that I’m also a newly inducted member? Yeah, I know, that doesn’t say a whole lot about me either.
I became an honorary member after they had saved my life on a couple of occasions, and I had stood up for them on others. I am also an avid University of Florida football fan. 
Did I mention they are RABID Gator football fans?
Several years ago, they had decided to join the local Gator booster club. Apparently, they may have been a wee bit too exuberant for the white-collar-and-tie group. There was an ugly rumor that the cops had to be called to escort them out of the meeting. Both sides did allow that there was way too much excitement in the room at the time, but the cops did not arrest anyone. As far as both groups were concerned whatever allegedly happened did not actually happen.
The girls were strongly encouraged not to come back. They were highly incensed and started calling themselves the Lady Gatorettes if for no other reason than to annoy the booster club members greatly.
It’s time for you to meet them and maybe get a sense of their personalities. Warning, if you see any of them on the street somewhere, please do not have a doughnut or a cup of coffee in your hand. It could get ugly very quickly if you don’t offer up these precious items as a sacrifice to the girls.
The Lady Gatorettes are fervent and beyond fanatical when it comes to the University of Florida’s football team. As far as they are concerned, the Gators should be national football champions every year.
Keeping in line with that thought process, they mail, email, and overnight various football plays for the team to use as well as sending encouraging letters to the various members of the team.
Misty Dawn is the ringleader of the group and was so named because she was born on a foggy morning. Her mother, being the superstitious kind, took this as a naming sign and that’s how Misty Dawn got her name.
While you might think she would be a soft, gentle person nothing could be further from the truth. She could make a sailor blush with her vocabulary and would have made the perfect Marine since she believed in being swift, silent, and deadly. 
Let me be fair and say she’s never said any horrendously bad words in front of me. Well, nothing that I haven’t, maybe, personally used over the years. I just don’t do it on a regular basis.
Misty Dawn’s married to John Boy who works in construction. He’s afraid of no one except his wife. He’s learned over the years to let her vent when she needs to; otherwise, she goes on a killing rampage in the chicken house. The chickens try to hide in the hen house whenever she stomps out to their yard.
He apparently didn’t let her vent enough one time, the key words being one time, and she went out to the chicken house and killed fifteen chickens. And, yes, they do live on a farm. 
John Boy has said, away from Misty Dawn, he was so tired of eating chicken after fifteen days that he would let her talk all night if he had to and he wouldn’t say a word. No more chicken dinners for him.
Misty Dawn has dark hair, brown eyes, and has that long, lean look of an athlete. She’s not but since I look like a turtle in heat trying to run, I’m not challenging her to a foot race any time soon. She’s outrun me on several occasions. 
Flo is a tall, slim waitress who used to have long out-of-a-bottle blond hair but has now had it cut to a more manageable short bob. The blond part is still out-of-a-bottle she does herself. Although once she did have a customer complain that he had found a long strand of blond hair with a dark root in his food. The restaurant manager threatened to fire her. Flo was highly indignant and shot back with “My hair is naturally blond. That hair couldn’t possibly be mine!”
Apparently, he smirked at her since she was the only waitress with blond hair in the restaurant. Flo, in a brief moment of attempted diplomacy, pointed out, “If I lose my job, then I’ll file for unemployment and go to work at the restaurant across the street.”
Since she was well-liked by the customers and the manager didn’t want to incur any additional problems with Flo, like her going after him for alimony money, he decided to keep her on payroll. 
Flo’s been married six times, including the restaurant manager, and her version of why she didn’t stay with one man for any length of time was because not one of them loved and appreciated the Gators as much as she did. 
“If my husband doesn’t know the difference between a slant, a post, or a sweep, then we have nothing in common.” She’s been known to sniff to the other Lady Gatorettes. “Also, if he doesn’t know who the quarterback is or who the coaches are, then we’re headed to divorce court.” She’s been firm on that. Of course, unfortunately, she only dates men during the off-season which explains why she never notices why they don’t know anything about the Gators or football.
Mary Jane is a very attractive brunette with a very cute figure and has puppy dog eyes. After graduating from high school, she went to Atlanta for a weekend with some out-of-town cousins. She’s never been “quite right” since then, according to the other Lady Gatorettes. 
Speculation is that she indulged in some cheap street pharmaceuticals which has caused flashbacks and twitching at odd times.
No one knows for sure, and she certainly has never explained anything. Those out-of-town cousins have never come to visit her again although she’s alluded that they may all be in a long-term stay-cation facility for leading others down the primrose path of sin.
Apparently wanting to enjoy the joys and pleasures of a large city, she moved to New York City for a brief moment in time. She thought she was in love with the city that never sleeps at night, and allegedly she didn’t sleep much either, changed her mind after a year, and came back to Po’thole. 
Natives pointed out that “Mary Jane finally came to her good senses and moved back home.” I’m not sure if that’s the real reason but, hey, I’m not going to question that…especially since I keep coming back here also.
She also dates guys she meets on dating websites on the Internet. While the rest of the Lady Gatorettes occasionally scold her for surfing for men on the Internet, they are all secretly envious of her.
She also keeps track of Joe D. Savannah's latest profile on dating sites. His latest descriptive creation always creates a great deal of merriment amongst the girls when she finds a new one. She refuses to admit to being a stalker. Her version is that she wants to make sure she doesn't show up on his “you might be a match” notification list. Trust me, she won’t.
She also considers it her duty to keep me informed of Joe D.’s escapades. It’s annoying…as is Joe D. and his fifty million wives.
Myrtle Sue, a little dark-haired fireplug of a woman, is a domestic goddess. She knows every recipe that has ever been used on the Food Network television channel. She also surfs the Internet constantly looking for new information and statistics on the Gators. 
Her husband, while not understanding a single thing about the Gator football team and could care less, worships the ground his wife walks on. As long as he gets at least one hot meal a day he's a happy camper. He also has been known to brag that Myrtle Sue makes the best handheld sandwiches in the world. I guess he would know since he is a farmer and drives his tractor out in the potato and cabbage fields. 
Myrtle Sue has a temper. Not quite to the same extent as Misty Dawn, but it’s still dangerous. She might look calm but there’s a little volcano hiding inside that can erupt at any moment. J.W., her husband, discovered that the hard way.
During hunting season, Southern boys don't believe it's necessary to ask their wives for permission to go hunting or explain why they go off in the woods with other men getting sweaty, nasty, stinky, dirty, and still don't have a dead animal to show for what they were doing over the weekend.
Myrtle Sue had come home from a particularly bad time at Wal-Mart and discovered that her husband had gone off for the weekend with the boys while leaving her a note saying he would see her Monday morning before he went to work. Apparently, it was that time of the month and her hormones were a wee bit on the explosive side. J.W. made the fatal error of telling her that he wanted clean clothes for Monday.
Myrtle Sue saw red. She vowed that J.W. wouldn’t have clean clothes for the remainder of hunting season because he’d made the fatal error of not saying “I love you” on his note.
After becoming a graduate of the 90-day Myrtle Sue School of Doing Your Own Laundry, J.W. now leaves notes with a great big “I Love You” on them. Myrtle Sue now offers free advice for marital bliss.
Rhonda Jean is the largest of the girls. As she so elegantly puts it, she’s not p-h-a-t, she just has a few extra pounds that have decided to stay with her…permanently. She thinks all of the exercise gurus should be banned forever and women should embrace themselves as they are.
She is the football trick play master. She knows every trick play that has been in a Gator game for the past thirty-five years. She also annoys the heck out of the coaches at Florida because she creates and sends in new trick plays every week during spring practice and the regular season. 
She very firmly believes at least one trick play should be incorporated into every game. Apparently, the coaches don’t agree.
When a new coach is hired, Rhonda Jean sends him every play that she has ever created in a Gator orange and blue notebook. She doesn’t care if he is an offensive or defensive coach, he’s still going to be the recipient of her trick plays. Her fervent wish is that one of her plays will be used during a televised game and the Gators will run it in for a touchdown. So far it hasn’t happened.
Her husband, Big T, short for Thomas the Third, is pleased as a pig in mud and mighty proud of his wife every time she receives a letter from the coaches. The fact that they are form letters doesn’t bother him a bit. He just knows that one day one of his wife's plays will be used and then they will both be national celebrities.
Big T gave up chewing tobacco for dipping because “dipping doesn't turn your teeth as brown” and he’s very proud of his big smile. 
Your enquiring mind might want to know why I was in a dark studio, my brain fried, and turning into a lunatic. The short answer is the Lady Gatorettes were becoming the latest reality television sensation across the country and they were out of control. 
My role in all of this? I was now their manager because I had done live television on many occasions while promoting one of my best-selling crime books. Therefore, in their eyes, I was an expert on all things tv. Nope, nowhere close to it, much less on what it took to do and produce a reality tv show.
Misty Dawn looked like she was ready to kill the director. She had suddenly become very calm, her face was expressionless, but her eyes had turned into man-eating shark eyes. They were dead-looking. Now I knew why John Boy was frightened of her.
“Ladies, ladies, ladies,” I shouted. “Huddle up.” I hoped the football term would have the desired effect on the girls. Fortunately, it did.
After glaring at the camera and production crew with the evil eye, they sauntered over to where I was standing. Oh, did I mention they were high-fiving each other?
I let my eyeballs drift upwards and shook my head while my lips stretched tight across my face. Yes, they could call me a manager, but it suddenly occurred to me that I was actually the coach. Misty Dawn was the captain. Oooo, the power that I suddenly realized I had. This could be fun for all future adventures. Yeah, I didn’t believe it would last long either, but I was going to take advantage of it as long as it lasted.
“Alright, ladies, enough of the trash talk and creating havoc.” I looked each one of them in the eyes before speaking again. Do I dare say each one had a spark of hope in her eyes?
“Ladies, these people are amateurs at playing the psychology game with you. We know that. They do not understand that you are just messing with them.”
Flo, bouncing her new blond bob haircut, interrupted me, “It makes for good tv.”
“They weren’t filming then and y’all know it,” I shot back. I had to keep these girls under control somehow before they went off in various directions.
“I really liked doing radio much better,” Rhonda Jean whispered quietly. She was smoothing down her Go Gators blue tee shirt with the orange print.
Looking like the exorcist had taken over the rest of the girls’ bodies, their heads swiveled in unison to glare at Rhonda Jean. I’ll give her credit she didn’t wilt under their withering stares. Me? I almost wet my pants.
“It was more fun doing the radio show than doing this tv show.” She was firm in her declaration.
The director came over to me, let’s just say he was never going to be voted for Mr. Congeniality because he sneered at me, “This little pow wow you’re having is costing me a ton of money. You need to…”
“Really? Like you couldn’t get your crew to work with my team here and that wasn’t costing you money?” I snarled back at him. Seriously? Did he honestly think he could intimidate me? I was a Lady Gatorette now and I couldn’t be intimidated by the likes of someone like him.
“If you want everything to run relatively smoothly, then you’ll let me have a few minutes. Go away, you’re annoying me.” With that, I shooed him off with my hands and turned my back on him. I was sure the girls wouldn’t let him physically hurt me without giving me some type of warning. 
Flo slightly nodded her head indicating that he had left. 
“Okay, let’s stick to the game plan and that is to create entertaining television for the viewers, not creating havoc with the production crew. Remember, the tv audience cannot see what’s going on behind the scenes.” I prayed that someone was not filming everything that was going on now. That could be ugly viewing. “I want y’all to go back out there, do what you need to do, remember the focus is on the audience not the crew members, and have a good time. Go Gators!”
“Go Gators!” chorused the girls. They scooted back over to the set with their normal exuberance and enthusiasm. It’s really called too much sugar and caffeine.
Hours later, the shooting for the day was over. I was exhausted. Even though I wasn’t involved in the filming of the show, periodically one of the girls would come over and need some encouragement, a little direction, and a whole lot of listening to why something could be done better because they had all looked up on the internet how things were supposed to be done. I was hoping I didn’t look like Jack Nicholson’s character in the movie One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest because I sure felt like it. ‘Rode hard and hung up wet’ was a very apt cliché for me at the end of the day. 
Before heading back to the tiny trailer I shared with the girls, I decided the director needed to have a clear understanding of how to deal with them. Bribery with coffee and doughnuts worked well.
Leaving the air-conditioned goodness of the studio, I stepped out into the hotter-than-Hades Florida heat and humidity. A hot sauna would be cooler than the misery I was facing as I tried to get my feet to head over to the director’s mini-trailer. Stumbling in the scorching hot sand, I discovered my sandaled feet had a mind of their own and had turned me around aiming right back for the cold air of the studio.
Making a swift executive decision, I decided I didn’t need to walk an extra fifty yards to his trailer and went back to the studio.
Turned out the heat and humidity wasn’t the worst thing that happened.






  
  Chapter 2


“He’s dead!”  
The girls and I were in the small, cramped trailer the tv people had so graciously provided. We were debating where to eat. So far, it was pizza. I was the lone holdout because we had eaten pizza the last three days in a row and I was tired of it. So, we were having an enthusiastic discussion on where to eat. 
We had all turned to look at the door when it was yanked opened so quickly. I think the door opening caused a vacuum in the trailer because my ears popped. I saw the other girls kind of shake their heads also.
“Who’s dead?” I asked, annoyed because he was interrupting what and where we were planning on eating. I was hangry.
“Danny.”
We looked at each other before I asked curiously, “Who’s Danny?”
The assistant director, already hyper, looked like he was going to start foaming at the mouth. I vaguely wondered if we were going to need to get rabies shots.
“The director, you idiots!” He almost screamed. “You didn’t even know his name? What a bunch of imbeciles!”
Mary Jane stepped forward, with dead shark eyes while looking down her nose at him at the same time, snarked, “Listen here, you moron, what makes you think it’s important for us to know the hired hands names?
“For example,” her voice was low and icy, “I have no clue what your name is nor do I care. Why do we care if Danny is dead?”
He just stood there with his mouth open gaping. I guess words failed him. He’d look good if he were a fish just pulled out of the water but, otherwise, eh, not so much.
Finally, he pulled himself together and mumbled something to the effect of witches while slamming the door shut. I was pretty sure witches isn’t exactly what he said but since we were all hungry, I didn’t really care.
There must have been a full moon the night before because all of our tempers had flared up during the course of the day. None of us were going to be voted as Miss Congeniality. I couldn’t blame it on the doughnuts and coffee either.
We were still discussing where to go for dinner when there was a knock on the door. Myrtle Sue got up and opened the door.
There was a nice-looking guy standing there smiling. Dark brown hair, blue eyes, pressed pants and ironed shirt, he was certainly a step up from the run-of-the-mill Po’thole man. He introduced himself. “Ma’am, I’m Julian Jones. I’m with the sheriff’s department and I’m going to need all of you ladies to step out of the trailer so we can get your statements.”
“For why?” purred Flo, almost knocking everyone else over to get to the door. She batted her eyes at him and smiled seductively. “What can we help you with, officer?” 
She was almost cooing at him. Oh, just gag me with a spoon! I couldn’t believe the change that had suddenly come over her. The other girls were pretty much ignoring her.
He smiled. “We need to take everyone’s statement because Danny Durham is dead. We need to know where and what everyone was doing for the past several hours.”
Misty Dawn poked her head up over the others. “I think we need to call our attorney before we answer any questions.”
I didn’t know the Lady Gatorettes had an attorney, although it made perfect sense since the little debacle with Dewitt Munster, yes that’s his real name, the local sheriff a while back.
Rhonda Jean grinned, poking Mrytle Sue and winking at Mary Jane. “Let me guess, this is a practical joke by Dewitt, isn’t it?”
Julian was no longer smiling, his dark brown eyebrows drawing together. “No, this isn’t a joke. You can always call your lawyer but why would you need to unless you have something to hide.” He raised his eyebrows. I could tell this wasn’t going the way he had anticipated. Welcome to Lady Gatorette World.
“I’m calling my attorney before we go any further.” I punched in the number for Missy, my wonderful assistant who handles everything for me and is an invaluable asset to my company.
“Parker, nice to hear from you…”
I interrupted her. “Have Robert call me asap.”
“Are you in jail? Arrested







