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        Mackenzie

      

      

      

      “Not another Hallmark movie.” I groan and swipe my hands down my face.

      If I have to direct one more sappy love story between a widower and a bakery owner, I’m changing careers.

      “Mack, Hallmark has been your bread and butter.”

      I laugh. The irony in Arnie’s statement is uncanny. If I had a dime for every baked good on set—both for props and from craft services—I could retire today. The silver lining is I can turn down any sweet in a second, since I have constant access to an abundance of sugar.

      “I just need a change from directing second-chance romance scenes in subzero temperatures.” I slump back in the zebra-print office chair. The padding is almost as thin as my patience with low-budget romances.

      Arnie sighs and wipes a hand over his balding head. “How about a reality show?”

      “Ha!” I slap the armrest, then rub my palm. The arms have even less padding. “Have you forgotten who I am?”

      Because I haven’t. I’m the same girl who dreamed of creating difference-making documentaries as a kid. Reality TV would be the death of me.

      “It’s not what you’re thinking. This is a baking show.”

      “Like one of those competitions?” My stomach sours as I envision a dozen or so people frosting cakes in an all-white commercial kitchen.

      “No. A miniseries focusing on a woman who makes custom cookies.”

      I wrinkle my forehead. A one-woman cookie show? Now I’m more confused than ever.

      Arnie’s gray eyebrows pull together. As my only agent of ten years and my mom’s friend for much longer than that, he can read me like the main characters in his favorite movie script.

      “It’s featuring a small-town cookie baker’s recipes during the holidays. They plan on shooting it this Christmas, then showing it next year.”

      I twist my mouth. “Wait, small-town cookie baker?” I laugh. “How is that not Hallmark?”

      “Because it’s a real woman in a real small town. Besides, she’s been married almost forty years, so you won’t have to worry about sappy love stories.”

      I squint. Did I say that part out loud? I don’t think so … which means he really can read me.

      “Look, kid, think of her like the Pioneer Woman of Alabama, except with Christmas cookies.”

      “Alabama?” From what I’ve heard, the state has little more to offer than entertaining football games.

      He nods at my puffy coat zipped to my neck. “You won’t have to worry about any subzero temps there.” Arnie waggles his eyebrows and grins.

      I narrow my gaze on his yellowish teeth and sigh. Regardless of fair weather, I need more convincing. “How’s the pay?”

      His questioning grin transforms into a smile. “Now, that’s my girl.” Arnie pulls a contract from his desk drawer.

      I shake my head. He shouldn’t assume I’ll take it already. However, he has a track record of talking me into crazy projects. A decade ago, he had me directing commercials for personal injury lawyers and tampons. At the time, I was desperate for any experience, and though I hate to admit it, those lawyers paid well.

      He promised it would all pay off one day. Sure enough, several years later, I could name my price with most any TV movie or after-school special. Now that I’m used to making money, I want to make a difference.

      However, I also want a steady paycheck, which in this business means not waiting too long between jobs.

      Not to mention that I’ve got my mom and a rescue cat to support. If I could ever convince Mom to stop ordering random odds and ends from infomercials, I might be able to take a longer break. Self-rolling garden hoses and spa-grade foot tubs won’t pay for themselves. I still don’t understand why she thought we needed a garden hose. We have two potted ferns on an apartment balcony.

      “You okay, kiddo?”

      I blink and focus on the offer Arnie put in front of me. “Yeah.” I blink again. If I’m seeing this number correctly, I’m more than okay. Those network people sure know how to woo a person.

      “How long is filming?”

      “A week, maybe a few days more. They want to chronicle all the events and festivities that revolve around her holiday baking.”

      I blow out a puff of air and imagine the cliché ice skating rinks and tree lightings. This may be my two worst nightmares rolled into one—reality TV Hallmark.

      Arnie raises his eyebrows as if waiting on my response. “Unless, of course, you’re reconsidering joining your mother on that singles’ cruise to Cabo.”

      My stomach churns. This is the problem with having an agent so close to my family. He knows which buttons to push to make me commit to crazy jobs. He also knows I’d rather direct and star in a romance movie than join Mom on her holiday excursion.

      Ever since I’ve been on my own, she’s planned some sort of old people’s outing over Christmas. I used to like that it freed me up to take an extra job. The irony is she continues to plan these trips even after moving in with me.

      And people wonder why I’m not crazy about Christmas . . .

      “So, what do ya say? Christmas in Dixie?”

      Christmas in Dixie. That’s not something you hear often. I stare out the icy window as snow peppers the streets. Then I glance down at my dirty boots, soiled with slush from walking here. “Do they have snow?”

      Arnie grins. “Not a lick.”

      I take a deep breath and say something I’m sure I’ll regret until the hefty paycheck clears. “Where do I sign?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Earl Ed

      

      

      

      “Attention customers, we will be closing in fifteen minutes.” I turn off the speaker and sigh. Then I clear my throat loud enough for Liam to hear.

      He ignores me, so I do it again. When he ignores me a second time, I holler, “Liam.”

      He jerks upright from slumping over the counter, where he was eye level to a high school girl’s cleavage. His cheeks redden when he realizes I caught him ogling our customers—again. That’s what happens when you hire your little cousin for holiday help as a favor to your aunt.

      Liam doesn’t want to be here no more than I want to meet with my parole officer. But we all do things to check off boxes, I suppose. Me to keep a free life. Liam to convince Aunt Robin he’s actually a responsible adult. Good luck with that.

      “Liam, I need you to make sure all the go-karts are in. The last round ends in five minutes.”

      “Okay.” He lifts his chin, then winks at the girl before heading out the door.

      “Ma’am, do you need anything?”

      The girl smacks her gum and shrugs. “I’m just looking over prizes.”

      I notice the tickets in her hand from our arcade games. “How many you got?”

      She purses her red lips and re-counts a long string of tickets. “One seventy-one.”

      I stare through the glass, now smeared with Liam’s pheromones. I’ll make him clean that while I meet with Bradley. “Looks like candy or fake tattoos.”

      She nods. “What kinda tats you got?”

      I open the back of the glass and pull out a small box of fake tattoos. She picks a pink leopard-print butterfly, which doesn’t surprise me at all. I pegged her as the type to get a Lisa Frank tramp stamp. Maybe after trying out this fake one for a week, she’ll change her mind on the real thing.

      She thanks me as I slide it across the counter. A sense of accomplishment bubbles in me, as if I indirectly saved someone from making a stupid mistake.

      Speaking of stupid mistakes, Bradley enters. We’re cordial enough for me to call him an acquaintance—and occasionally a friend. Still, these quarterly meetings remind me of my stupidest mistake.

      No, I’m not sporting a tramp stamp. More like a permanent stamp on my personal record.

      Bradley tips that stupid tan cowboy hat at the remaining customers making their way toward the door.

      “Y’all have a nice night,” I call as they pass.

      Once the last one leaves, he steps inside. “Earl Ed.”

      “Bradley.” I glance at the door. “Do you mind changing that sign to “Closed”?

      He flips the sign on the door before walking toward me. I circle around the counter and lead him to a booth by the snack bar. “I can make you up a milkshake or something if you want.”

      “I’m good.” He slides to the edge of the booth and leans against the wall. “No need in dragging this out. Let’s get to it.” He clears his throat and taps the table. “Have you taken anything not yours? Have you been following the rules set for you?”

      I shake my head.

      Bradley leans forward. “What did you take?”

      “Nothing.” My voice is more defensive than I mean for it to be, but I’m frustrated by how these questions are better suited for a preschool teacher to ask a five-year-old. “I’ve been living by the letter.”

      Bradley nods. “I get it. These meetings seem pointless to me, too.” He folds his hands on the table and stares at me. “Earl Ed, you’re a good man. You have a good business. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re on parole after stealing mail. Silly as it sounds, that’s a federal offense.”

      “I know.” I sigh and adjust my cap.

      When I was nineteen, I thought I was ten feet and bulletproof. I knew the rules—laws—as a mail carrier. However, I didn’t see how an occasional catalog or Netflix DVD could get me arrested. Besides, I always delivered the mail to the rightful recipient—just later than they wanted.

      Then I got a little cocky and wasn’t discreet. Like someone constantly breaking the speed limit, it eventually caught up with me.

      Heavy footsteps stomp near the entrance, and Bradley and I turn to the door. Liam walks like he has a sack of taters on both shoulders.

      “Aunt Carla called me. Said she’s been texting you.”

      I roll my eyes, then pull my phone from my front overalls pocket. Several texts from my mom pop up. All them say some version of “where are you?”

      I type “leaving work” and put the phone back in my pocket. “Bradley, I’m apparently late for family supper. You got any more questions?”

      Bradley opens his clasped hands and wrinkles his mouth. “No. I know you’ve been keeping your nose clean and all—just following protocol and doing my job.”

      “Appreciate it.” I slide out of the booth and walk to Liam. I open my mouth to ask him to lock up, then think better of it.

      “Liam, let’s all head on to supper.” I hook a thumb toward the counter. “But tomorrow, I’m gonna need you to clean that glass.”

      “Okay.” He answers without looking in the direction I pointed, which means I’ll have to specify which glass again tomorrow. Otherwise, I’ll catch him wiping down the front of the claw machines.

      Bradley follows us to the door, and we leave together. I lock up behind us and drive toward the road where most of my family lives. I’m not surprised that Liam tails me since he lives on the same road. That is until he continues following me past his own home.

      When I park in front of Daddy and Mama’s, most of my family’s vehicles are parked out front, including Liam’s parents’ and the 1970s-model Firebird Aunt Misty drives. It’s the spitting image of that car off Smokey and the Bandit. Her newest husband bought it for her a few months back.

      Liam parks his truck beside mine, and Bradley drives up soon as we get out. He drops in on my family a lot. I figured that might end after my cousin he was sweet on got married this summer, but no. It’s only gotten worse, since he swears he’s in good with her husband now.

      We walk between two rows of decorative lights that play Christmas music when our feet hit the sidewalk. The music ends once we make it on the porch. Mama must have it on motion-sensor mode.

      I open the door to my cousin Michael’s wife, Krystal, holding their one-year-old daughter. Who appears to be eating her own supper . . . from Krystal.

      My face heats up with embarrassment for us and her, and maybe even the baby. “Whoa, Krystal. Put those puppies back in the pen.”

      “Sorry. She likes when I walk around while she eats.” Krystal blushes and ducks into the theater room off the hallway.

      Liam cranes his neck to watch her, and I slap the back of his head.

      “What?” He rubs his head and scowls.

      I catch Bradley peeking out of the corner of his eye, too. Deciding it’s not a good idea to slap my parole officer, I march toward the kitchen. “Come on, we’re already late.”

      I count about four Christmas trees before we reach the kitchen entrance. Every year, Mama adds more. It’s like she’s in competition with Aunt Robin for who can stuff the most trees in their house. Aunt Robin drives some stiff competition, considering her house is half the size of ours.

      Not that her house is small. Ours is just, well, excessive.

      The kitchen island is filled with Mama’s fancy cookies. Fat Santa heads smile up at me as I approach the table. Liam and Bradley join me a minute later, both holding a cookie.

      Mama glances at Bradley and presses her lips together. “Some of us may have to eat in the dining room.” That’s her Southern belle way of saying, “I didn’t plan on this many people coming.”

      She plasters on a smile and continues. “First I have an announcement to make now that everyone’s here.” She slants her eyes at Daddy, who stops unrolling his napkin. Why Mama bothers to use cloth napkins and real silverware with this bunch is beyond me.

      “What did Carla say?” G-Paw yells in G-Maw’s face.

      She flinches, then reaches over and adjusts his hearing aid until it squeaks. “She’s got something to tell us!” I’m certain people on the other end of the county heard her. What’s important, though, is that G-Paw did. He nods and smiles.

      G-Maw winks at Mama, signaling her to continue. Mama smiles at her, then at the rest of us. Her face lights up like the outside Christmas lights shining through the patio doors.

      “I’ve known about this for some time, but got the news today that it’s official.”

      “You’re pregnant!” Aunt Misty claps enthusiastically.

      A few people roll their eyes, and Daddy scowls at his sister, who is the only one dumb enough to assume my mom could still get pregnant. Then again, Misty has her own toddler.

      Instead of dignifying Misty with a response, Mama continues. “I have been selected by a major network to have my own baking show!” She clasps her hands, then holds them under her chin.

      My family is a mixed bag of cheering, asking questions, and staring at the food. I zero in on Daddy to get his reaction. I can’t tell if he’s excited or aggravated about the show, but I can tell he’s hungry. With a fork in one hand and a knife in the other, his eyes are locked on the turkey in front of him.

      “Will you get to go to New York?” Aunt Robin asks. I vaguely recall Mama mentioning New York, as I was more interested in my family’s reactions than her speech.

      “No.” Mama wavers her head. “I mean, maybe I could go to the studio sometime.”

      Robin clasps her hands together. “That would be great. We could make it a girls’ trip with Carly and Lacie.”

      “Don’t forget me,” Aunt Misty mumbles around a mouthful of potato salad. Nobody answers her except G-Maw, who scolds her for eating before the blessing.

      “They are coming here to film, at our house.”

      Daddy drops his silverware on his plate, and everyone turns toward the clanking noise. With all eyes on him, he has no choice but to say something. “Here, at the house?”

      Mama nods, then her smile expands to take over the whole lower half of her face.

      Daddy shakes his head. “Carla, you know how I feel about Northerners in the house.”

      She grips his hand, which is still resting on the edge of his plate where he dropped his fork. “Earl, honey, these are professionals. They’re not going to try and steal your guns.”

      “You said you had buns?” G-Paw yells.

      G-Maw talks to his ear. “We’ll pass the bread in a minute.” She grins, then shrugs at the rest of us when he seems satisfied with her answer. Sometimes it’s best to just go with what he thinks we said.

      “Can we eat now?” Daddy’s forehead wrinkles as he gives Mama his sternest face.

      “Yes, dear. Would you like to bless the food?”

      The word “food” has barely left her lips when Daddy starts reciting the shortest prayer I’ve ever heard him pray. No mention of thanks for liberties and gun rights and crops and such. Just thanks for the food. He must really be hungry.

      Immediately after his “amen,” he forks a large helping of the sliced turkey piled in front of him. Everyone passes around plates, filling them high with meat and vegetables. G-Paw’s thin lips turn up when Carly plunks a dinner roll on his plate.

      Mama answers more questions about the show and filming dates. Daddy comments that at least he will be at work while they’re here. She ignores that comment and continues discussing with Robin and Carly which cookies she should showcase.

      “Let’s talk about what’s really important,” Misty butts in with a mouthful of okra. “What should I wear for the first filming?” She smooths a piece of bleached blond hair out of her face. “This could be my big break.”

      G-Maw purses her lips. “I’m sure you’d break a leg.” Her voice is clipped and sarcastic. Daddy lets out a deep belly laugh.

      I can’t wait until I’m old enough to say what I think and laugh at everything with no consequences. I’m currently at the age where people are starting to call me “sir,” but I still have to mind my manners.

      “Earl Ed, I’ll need your help getting the director from the airport, if you don’t mind.”

      I start to ask why a highfalutin production company can’t get him a rental car, but I clamp my mouth shut and nod. Despite all I’ve been through, my mama has never treated me like less than. She visited me religiously when I was in jail and never shamed me. That’s more than I can say for Daddy.

      Krystal walks in the room with Colleen. I shade my eyes when she passes just in case she’s got something out of place. The conversation continues and Krystal asks what everyone is talking about. Mama gets her up to speed.

      I fork potatoes as Mama’s smile grows with every detail. I absolutely don’t want to drive to the airport to pick up some city-slicker director, but I can’t say no to Mama.
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        Earl Ed

      

      

      
      The last thing I wanted to do today was drive to Atlanta. I grip my steering wheel and curse the traffic around me. Even worse, I had to leave my seventeen-year-old sister in charge of Double Drive. That’s the problem with my only employees being young and part time. However, I’d pick her over Liam anytime.

      My truck idles as I creep over a bridge filled with semitrucks and Teslas. My bright blue Dodge sticks out like a sore thumb, which is what that hitchhiker will soon have if he doesn’t lower his sign and quit staring in my window. Of all the people to stop beside, I swear.

      At last, the light ahead turns green and I put my truck in gear. Two massive poodles bark at me from a convertible as I pass. The airport exit comes into view, and my nerves unbuckle the slightest bit.

      When Mama said I needed to go to the airport, I assumed she meant Birmingham. At least she packed me a Tupperware of cookies for the ride.

      I cram a chocolate-covered snowman in my piehole and flip my blinker in preparation of turning. The guy beside me apparently didn’t see the blinker because he flips something else. I shove another snowman in my mouth and fight the urge to honk.

      Two more cookies ease my temper enough to make it to the airport without any casualties. Unfortunately, that sets me back several calories.

      For the last few months, I’ve tried to cut back. As a kid, I was “Michael’s chubby cousin.” Our mamas quit making us match for Easter Sunday when they couldn’t find the same shirts for me in the husky section. In high school, all the girls wanted to be my friend, but never nothing more. The only place my size brought praise was on the football field.

      Maybe it’s turning thirty or needing more energy to run a business verses rotting away in a jail cell, but I decided it’s time to drop a few.

      I double-check Mama’s text to make sure I’m in the right location before finding a park. Wait . . .

      
      I told Mack to look for a sign with his name.

      
      Oh shoot. I didn’t make a sign. Why couldn’t she say something like “look for the heavyset guy in overalls,” which is my adult equivalent to “Michael’s chubby cousin.” I wipe sweat from my brow. Think, Earl Ed.

      I park the truck and climb out. Sign, sign. Where’s my sign?

      A preverbal light goes off above my head as I spot a box of motor oil in the bed of my truck. I pull out my pocket knife and cut one of the box flaps. Hmm . . . best leave that knife in the truck. I shove it in my console and dig for a pen.

      Five minutes later, the inside of my truck is ramshackle and I’ve found nothing to write with besides the knife and a can of orange spray paint I use to mark paintball targets.

      I opt for the paint and spray “Mack Magee” across the cardboard. There, Mack. Here’s your sign. Then I lock everything up and head for the doors.

      Inside, the airport is everything I feared it would be—big, busy, and overwhelming. I haven’t ventured anywhere past Mississippi since my parole kicked in, and even the coolest casinos in Tunica couldn’t compare to this rat race.

      My eyes scan the area for the pickup spot, and my face and neck start to sweat as I take in all the sights and sounds. Funny how a crowd this large can make me nervous. Aside from the parades and high school football games in Apple Cart, I haven’t been immersed in this much society in a long time. And those crowds wouldn’t amount to a tenth of the people here.

      I close my eyes for a second and force myself to chill. Then I continue toward the signs leading in the direction of my gate. People jump on a moving walkway like at the casinos. Before I have time to think, I hop on one, too.

      I hold my sign with both hands so the paint can dry without dripping. The belt comes to an end, and I hobble onto steady ground. Even with losing some weight, I’m still not the most agile.

      The herd migrates toward the baggage claim area, and I follow again. I stand between a woman with giant balloons and a rich-looking man in a suit, then hold up Mack’s sign. I’ve never met a director, but imagine him tall and thin, with some sort of modernist goatee. Maybe a scarf around his neck and a pair of skinny jeans.

      My nerves start to uncoil now that I’m no longer shuffling among hundreds of strangers. I hang back with my cardboard sign better fit for someone soliciting a handout than picking up a media person.

      That’s why people like me stay out of Atlanta.

      A few people head my way, including a tall, young guy who I’m certain is Mack. Then he walks off with the guy in the expensive suit. I rock back on my heels and scan the people picking up luggage. Maybe Mack is older or even short or even . . .

      “You must be my driver.”

      I drop my eyes to the voice beside me. A female voice, coming from a female face. A very pretty female face. One with thick lips and wide, brown eyes. I’m so caught off guard that I drop the sign. When I bend to pick it up, so does she. Our hands touch, and my fingers flare. I pull back, not wanting to give off creeper vibes.

      Since I’m a bigger dude who’s done some jail time, I’m always leery of creeping out good-looking women.

      She picks up the sign, and we stand slowly. Then she hands it to me and half smiles. I take it, making sure not to touch her hand this time. My nerves can’t take it again. The combination of airport anxiety and withdrawals from not dating in a decade has me on edge.

      “I’m Mackenzie Magee, but my agent calls me Mack.”

      I stare at the small hand shoved in front of my chest like it’s a sacred object I’m not supposed to touch. When she narrows her eyes, I shake her hand. She has a firm grip for a such a little thing, especially for a Northerner.

      After I release her hand, I grab the two bags beside her. We start walking toward the exit when she asks, “And you are?”

      “Oh, sorry. I’m Earl Ed Mayberry, Carla’s son.”

      She nods. “Earl Ed. Huh, I’ve never heard that name before.” She wavers her head. “I mean, of course, I’ve heard of Earl and Ed, just never together like that.”

      “Family name.” I stop and wipe a row of sweat from my brow, then continue pulling the suitcases.

      “Is it always this hot down here?”

      “Pretty much.” Although I’m sure she’s the reason for me sweating in December.

      We walk in silence until we reach the truck. I toss the cardboard sign in the bed, then open the back door for her bags. I Uber enough to know people don’t care to have their luggage rolling around the bed of my truck. Then I rush around and open her door before she can.

      “Oh, well, thanks.” She blinks, a shocked expression on her face.

      Maybe I overdid the Southern hospitality. I get in and resort to nervous small talk in an effort to play it cool. “So, you ever been to Bama?”

      “No.” She shakes her head and pulls a pair of wide-rimmed sunglasses from this tiny backpack. “I’ve been to Florida a few times and Texas once or twice, but mainly stay north.” She slides the glasses up the bridge of her nose.

      “I don’t travel much. Today’s the first time I’ve been to Atlanta since a Braves game a few years back.”

      Mackenzie turns to me, her mouth parting. “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’m not one to stray far.” Of course, it’s hard to when you’re either in jail or having to check in with Bradley before you can travel so many miles.

      She laughs. My stomach churns. Is it that funny that I stay close to home?

      “I saw the funniest sign at TSA.”

      Good, so it’s not me. For a minute, I was worried those cookies might make a second appearance. “What’s that?”

      “No weapons, contraband, or taxidermy.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Actually, that’s a funny story.”

      I proceed to tell Mack all about my friend Jack and how he rolled a fully mounted deer into the Atlanta airport to chase down the woman who’s now his wife. Either she’ll find it amusing or want to tuck tail and run back to New York, but it gives me something to talk about on the ride to Apple Cart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mackenzie

      

      

      
      It’s one thing to read a sign that states, “No weapons, contraband or taxidermy.” However, I never expected Earl Ed would know the story behind how taxidermy made the cut, much less know the guy who brought the deer into the Atlanta airport.

      With every detail of the story, I ask myself what was so wrong with another holiday season in Canada. Sure, it’s freaking freezing up there. But they don’t have issues with people rolling around stuffed moose.

      I study the sights as we pass through Apple Cart, Alabama. Earl Ed explained that the Jack guy lives there. Earl Ed’s family lives in Wisteria, which is on the other end of the county. As we venture farther from any civilization, I’m afraid this Wisteria is on the wrong side of the tracks, as they say.

      “The production company got me a room at the Quality Inn.”

      Earl Ed stares at me like I’ve grown another head. “You serious?”

      “Yeah, is there someplace better people stay?”

      “Most stay with friends or kinfolk. I guess if you ain’t got any here, that’s an option, but it’s kinda a dump. There’s always Gamer’s Paradise.”

      “Where the deer guy lives?”

      “Yeah. I think he’s got a full lodge right now, but I might can call and see if they got a spare room.”

      So my options are a dump or a deer lodge. I sigh. “I guess let’s check out Quality Inn before we make any decisions.” I stare out my window at nothing but fields and a Waffle House, debating if I should rent an RV.

      “I can take you there, but if you don’t like it, just let me know.”

      I nod. A few minutes later, we pass a large arch with “Double Drive” painted across it. Then Earl Ed puts on his blinker. We turn into the parking lot for Quality Inn. It consists of six rooms, at least that are visible from the front, and has what appears to be a liquor store and Mexican restaurant in the same building. The signs read: Quality Inn, The Hole, Enchilada. Strange. Something tells me this place rents more rooms by the hour than night.

      Earl Ed parks his massive truck in front of the door marked “Office.” He glances at me, then his eyebrows pull down as he frowns. “I’ll get your bags.”

      I practically jump from his truck, which easily wins the contest for tallest Uber vehicle I’ve taken. He retrieves my bags and follows me to the door. Then he opens it before I can again. This guy is working hard for a tip.

      A weird buzzer sound dings when we enter. A thin, older guy with an eye patch welcomes us in a raspy voice. The kind of voice that comes from either having laryngitis or smoking half his life.

      “Welcome to Quality Inn. Can I help you?”

      I unbuckle my purse and pull out my ID. “I have a reservation for Mackenzie Magee.”

      He opens a large calendar book, then puts on a pair of glasses and squints his one good eye at the page. “Ah, got ya right here, darlin’.”

      Earl Ed takes a step closer to me, and my shoulders relax a little knowing he’s here in case the skinny pirate man tries something sketchy.

      Pirate man hands me a key with the number four on the keychain. I take it and hold my breath. Lord only knows who else has had this key—and this room.

      As we turn to walk out, Earl Ed asks, “What happened to your eye?”

      I freeze, and my entire body numbs. You can’t just ask someone what happened to their eye! He could’ve been born without an eyeball or had some kind of vision cancer.

      “Got in a scuffle at Enchilada the other night.”

      Earl Ed nods, and his nostrils flare. He steps outside with my bags, and drags me along with him. When we’re at room four, he sighs heavily behind me. “I can’t let you stay here, Mackenzie.”

      I snicker. “I’m from Jersey and grew up poor. Trust me
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