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      For Leo, as always.

      Your unfailing love and support mean the world to me.
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      “Another crisis averted. Thanks to you, Ellis.” I slurped the last of my iced hazelnut coffee through the straw in the to-go cup and leaned against the padded wall of the hotel’s service elevator.

      The weathered face of the Gulf Palms Resort and Spa’s maintenance man creased as he grinned at me. Ellis Smith was a notorious curmudgeon, and his smiles were as rare as snow in Port Sunset, Florida. But, for some reason, he’d always had a soft spot for me, and I’m super fond of the older man too––like an honorary uncle. The crazy uncle no one ever talks about in company, but my favorite, nonetheless.

      “No problem, Millie. I’m just glad they noticed the leaky pipe in the backroom of the gift shop before it caused any real damage.” His deep voice rumbled, and I heard the hint of a northern accent, in spite of all the decades he’d lived here in Port Sunset, Florida. A refugee from Connecticut winters myself, I recognized the slight accent as possibly being from northern New England.

      His background was a mystery. Ellis did not like to talk about the past. He didn’t like to talk much, period. He liked me better than anyone else at the hotel, and even I couldn’t get him to open up to me.

      The elevator binged right before the doors slid open. Ellis held the door back from automatically closing with one hand, and gestured for me to get out before him with the other. I flashed him a grin as I scooted out of the elevator into the grand, marble lobby of the Gulf Palms. Stan the bellman waited outside the service elevator, with a rolling luggage cart filled to overflowing, and Ellis held up his hand like a traffic cop and growled at Stan to keep him from pushing ahead of me to board the elevator. Seriously. Ellis growled. Like I said, he liked me better than anyone else at the hotel.

      Stan fought against a grin and lost. As I stepped up next to him, he said out of the corner of his mouth, “What’s your secret with Ellis? You’re the only one he treats like a human being.”

      I shrugged. “Must be my natural charm.”

      To be honest, I think it was because I talked to Ellis when I first started working here. I didn’t know he had a reputation for keeping to himself. Okay, keeping to himself is an understatement. He had a reputation for being a complete and total crabby hermit. I just talked to him like I would anyone else, and he didn’t rebuff me the way he did other people, and over time we became good friends.

      Stan laughed, but lingered in the lobby, as the elevator doors closed.

      The gleaming marble lobby was blindingly white, and the windows looking over the Gulf of Mexico let in all the bright Florida sunshine. The lobby was decorated in the hotel’s trademark pink and green, just like my work uniform capri pants, which were pink with little green palm trees embroidered on them. The Gulf Palms Resort managed to walk the line between comfortably welcoming and grand.  Usually music played quietly in the lobby, either piped in over the sound system, or performed by a pianist at the grand piano tucked away in a corner by the Swaying Palms Bar. However, right now, the sounds reaching my ears were a lot less melodic.

      “I thought the Gulf Palms Resort was supposed to be a class place, not some rinky-dink operation!” The man’s face was red as a beet, as he yelled at the young woman behind the check-in desk.

      “Who’s the heart attack waiting to happen?” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth to Stan, as he leaned around me and pressed the call button for the elevator again.

      “Eugene Tarkington. His family checked in last night after you left. I was just watching the show, but I better get these bags up to their owners.” He winked at me as he rolled the cart onto the service elevator. “Let me know how it turns out.”

      I took one last bracing sip of my iced coffee, and tossed the empty to-go cup into the trash next to the elevator, as the doors slid shut on Stan. I frowned at the scene before me. The woman working the desk this morning was little more than a kid, a college student, who worked here part-time. What kind of bully would be talking to her this way?

      “I better go help Emily,” I said in a low voice to Ellis, who stared at the sight in the lobby through eyes fit to bug out of his head.

      He cleared his throat, and his voice was gravely and low when he replied, “Good luck. You’re gonna need it.”

      “Thanks.” I crinkled my nose as I peered at Ellis. He normally ignored the guests as much as possible, and as a result, was never rattled by this type of outburst. I wondered what was up with him, but couldn’t take the time to get to the bottom of the mystery right now. Usually, I loved my work in this beautiful tropical resort, but in this moment I wished I was anywhere else. I forced a smile as bright and cheerful as the lobby to my face as I approached the angry man. I knew the moment Emily spotted me, because her face brightened, in spite of the tears glistening in her eyes.

      “May I be of assistance?” I asked in what I hoped was a cheerful tone, but the truth was I was angry enough to pop this guy in the nose for making Emily cry.

      “Who the hell are you?” The man hollered. He was a big man, but soft looking. I knew the type all-too-well from working here. Rich, used to getting everything he wants, and unwelcome as a gator on a golf course.

      “My name is Millie Wentworth, and I’m the Assistant General Manager of the Gulf Palms. What seems to be the problem, sir?”

      “I don’t deal with assistants. Where’s the general manager?” The man demanded, looking over my head as he asked, as if expecting the general manager to appear out of thin air at his command.

      “Mr. Clark is off the premises at the moment, but why don’t you let me know what’s happening, and perhaps I can help you.”

      Little did the big loudmouth know, even if the GM, Vincent Clark, was here, he’d be hiding in his office right now, after delegating me to deal with the angry guest. Confrontation was not Vince’s jam. My nickname around the resort was ‘the Fixer’, and I took pride in the fact there wasn’t a discontented guest I couldn’t soothe. At least up until now there wasn’t.

      The man huffed. “Fine. I’m Eugene Tarkington.”

      He paused at this point, as if he expected me to genuflect at the sound of his name.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Tarkington,” I replied, my professional smile still firmly in place, in spite of the fact I was sticking imaginary pins into my imaginary voodoo doll of Eugene.

      The crimson red in his cheeks, had died down to a more subdued shade, but he was still clearly cheesed off. He jerked his thumb at a very attractive, younger woman behind him. Maybe his daughter?

      “My wife––”

      Nope. Not his daughter. A trophy wife. She was lovely, tall and statuesque, with perfectly coiffed and highlighted hair. She looked slightly bored with the scene before her, and she barely acknowledged my presence with a faint nod of her head, before she went back to inspecting her long fingernails.

      “––wanted a manicure and pedicure at the spa this afternoon, and when she called down, she was told there were no appointments available until tomorrow.” His voice rose, until the end of the sentence was back to the ear-splitting volume it had been when I’d arrived on the scene.

      “I’m very sorry, Mr. Tarkington––”

      “Sorry?!” He interrupted me with a bellow, and his face was back to mid-summer, beefsteak tomato red again. He pointed at Emily behind the desk. “This one was sorry too. What good does sorry do? Sorry won’t get my wife’s nails done.”

      My smile faltered a bit, but I tried to keep my tone of voice upbeat and cheerful. “Let me call the Tranquility Spa, and see what I can do. Would you care for a glass of champagne while I do so?”

      Before her husband could start yelling again, Mrs. Tarkington perked up at the magic word ‘champagne’, and said,  “I would.”

      “Not for me, I’m more of a Scotch man,” Mr. Tarkington said.

      I smiled at the young woman behind the desk, “Emily, please get Mrs. Tarkington a glass of champagne, and Mr. Tarkington our finest Scotch from the bar.” I turned to look at the problem guest, who looked somewhat appeased at this point. “If you’d wait here, I’m just going to nip behind the desk to my office and call the spa manager to get things straightened out for you.”

      “That’s more like it. Action. That’s what I expect from subordinates when I have a problem. Oh! And one more thing––the toilet in the master bedroom is running, not up to my standards, missie.”

      Mrs. Tarkington appeared to roll her eyes, but it was done so quickly, I couldn’t be sure.

      “Luckily for you, I happen to be with the best maintenance man in the business, and he can take care of your plumbing issue in no time.” I flashed a cocky grin and jerked my thumb over my shoulder at Ellis.

      Mr. Tarkington craned his head to look behind me and scowled. “I don’t see anybody.”

      I turned to look and Ellis had vanished. Huh. Maybe the yelling stressed him out more than I’d realized. I wondered if Ellis suffered from PTSD. I frowned, and pulled my smartphone out of the pocket of my capri pants. “He must have had another matter to attend to. I’ll text him, and ask him to get to the penthouse ASAP.”

      Tarkington grunted in response. What lovely manners. The old saying that money can’t buy class, sprung to my mind. I wonder why?

      As I hurried to a door just past the check-in desk that led to the management offices, I tapped out a quick text  with my thumbs, asking Ellis to fix the running toilet as soon as he could. I held up a key card on my key chain, and opened the door after it beeped. I entered the second office on the left, which was mine. My boss scored the coveted big office behind the first door and a small conference room was at the end of the hall. I tossed my purse onto the desk, and didn’t bother to turn on the lights, or even to sit down, as I suspected Mr. Tarkington was not a patient man. I hit the speed dial button on my desktop phone to reach the spa.

      “Hi, it’s Millie. I need Maria, stat. We have a defcon level angry guest whose wife wants a mani/pedi.”

      After being on hold for a few seconds, I heard the Cuban accented voice of Maria Garcia, the spa manager. “Let me guess...the Tarkingtons?”

      “You’re psychic, Maria. They made poor Emily cry. I’m plying them with expensive booze right now, what can you do for me?”

      “Give me five minutes to see what I can do, and then bring her over. I’ll do her stinking nails myself if I have to.”

      “I owe you.”

      “Yes. Yes you do,” Maria said, but I could hear the smile in her voice.

      “See you in five,” I said before I hung up the desk phone.
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      “Mr. Tarkington, we’ll have someone from maintenance up to fix the running toilet at the earliest possible opportunity,” I said with an admittedly phony, cheery smile.

      “I should hope so,” he blustered in return. Although, the glass of fine scotch he held seemed to have ratcheted down his anger a bit.

      I turned my head to speak to the sullen looking Mrs. Tarkington. “And, if you’ll please come with me, Mrs. Tarkington, we can head over to the Tranquility Spa. The manager is arranging things for you as we speak.”

      Mrs. Tarkington inclined her head in a regal manner, but with the air of a woman who was used to people jumping through hoops to give her what she wanted. “Thank you, Millie.”

      Her husband squinted at me over his crystal rocks glass. “Millie is a funny name for a young woman. It makes you sound like an old broad.”

      “I go by Millie, but I was named after my paternal grandmother, Mildred Wentworth,” I replied, although my smile faltered around the edges a bit by this point. I turned back to Mrs. Tarkington and said, “You may bring your champagne with you.” I swept my hand out to the far end of the lobby, “The spa entrance is on the left up ahead. After you.”

      “I’m going back up to sit by the private pool on our rooftop deck,” Mr. Tarkington hollered after us. “Don’t know why all of the kids are at the public pool and beach with the hoi polloi.”

      His wife shrugged with complete and total disinterest and walked ahead of me towards the spa. She called over her shoulder, “I’ll be back later. I might try to get a massage too, while I’m at the spa.”

      I flashed Mr. Tarkington one final smile, and scrambled to catch up with Mrs. Tarkington. The woman had to be almost six feet tall, and all legs. Even though her movements were languid, she was covering some serious distance with each step. At five foot six, I consider myself average height, but she towered over me. I wondered if she’d been a model when she met her husband. She had the look of one. I tugged self-consciously at my ponytail. I’d been running late this morning, and just pulled my brown hair back to save time, rather than styling it. I hoped I didn’t look too much of a mess, although compared to Mrs. Tarkington, there weren’t many women who wouldn’t look a little frumpy.

      “I think Millie is a sweet name,” she said.

      “Thank you,” My eyes widened in surprise, at her words. They were the most she’d said so far, and were almost...kind. Not at all what I expected to hear from her.

      “My husband doesn’t always realize how he sounds, and people might take offense where none was intended. Like the ‘old broad’ comment before.”

      “No worries. He’s right, it is kind of an old-fashioned name. My other grandmother is called Lulu.”

      Mrs. Tarkington smiled, and her appearance was transformed. She was truly lovely. “I think I’d be glad I was named Millie, after my other grandmother, in that case.”

      I raised one shoulder in a shrug, and warmth spread in the general vicinity of my heart at the thought of my beloved grandmother. “Lulu suits her. She’s a real pip.”

      We reached the salon, and I held the door open for Mrs. Tarkington. I followed her into the spa lobby, where we were greeted by the soothing scent of lavender, and mellow, instrumental spa music. The sort of plinky-plinky New Age music they always played in spas.

      A young, dark-skinned woman was at the front desk. Her hair was in long braids, which were tied back in a ponytail, and she wore the spa version of the Gulf Palms staff uniform. A tunic style jacket, with leggings, both in the trademark pink, with tiny, green palm trees on them. A sage green, and subdued pale pink, were the predominate colors of the spa’s décor, and a large potted palm was in the center of the lobby area. Products available for sale were discreetly displayed on shelves built into the walls.

      “Hello, Millie,” the young woman greeted me, with a Caribbean lilt to her voice.

      “Hiya, Tanya. This is––”

      “Mrs. Tarkington,” Another woman spoke as she entered from a glass door behind the front desk, which led to the salon. The petite, middle-aged woman came out from behind the desk, with her hand extended in greeting. She had dark hair pulled back in a bun, and spoke with a slight Cuban accent, “I’m Maria Garcia, the manager of Tranquility Spa and Salon. Welcome.”

      “Hello,” Mrs. Tarkington answered, and held out her hand to limply and very briefly shake Maria’s.

      “I’m very sorry for any confusion about your appointment today.” Maria gestured to a door on the other side of the front desk, just past the comfy seats in the waiting area. “The dressing rooms are through there. Tanya, please take Mrs. Tarkington, and let her change into a robe for her treatments.” While she spoke, she removed the empty champagne flute from Mrs. Tarkington’s hand. “Let me take care of that for you, ma’am. We’ll have another glass waiting for you at your manicure station.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Tarkington said, as she followed Tanya to the door. At the last moment, she turned and spoke as if it were an afterthought, “And thank you for your help with our problems today, Millie.”

      “You are very welcome,” I said to the woman’s back as she walked through the door, which closed with a thunk behind her, while I was still speaking.

      Maria rolled her eyes, and spoke in a soft voice, “She’s charming.”

      “Compared to her husband, she is,” I whispered back, with a dramatic eye roll.

      “Lulu was in this morning for a mani/pedi. Evidently, she has a hot date tonight.”

      I heaved a sigh. “It’s a sad state of affairs, when my seventy-something grandmother has a more active social life than I do.”

      “You need to get out of this place more often. You work too hard,” Maria waved the empty champagne glass at me.

      “You’re a fine one to talk. When’s the last time you had a day off, huh?”

      “Point taken,” Maria said, “Hey, Lulu and her crew are by the pool. Why don’t you take a break and head out to see her?”

      “Good idea. I think I will. I want to find out who this hot date is with tonight.”
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      The music piped in around the pool was louder and more cheerful than the New Age music in the spa. The current playlist was steel drum music, which contributed to the festive, island atmosphere. When I stepped out to the pool area, I could almost imagine I’d been transported from coastal Florida to a Caribbean island. I paused and looked around for my grandmother and her friends. It wasn’t hard to find them, I just had to follow the raucous laughter to the table where Lulu’s crew sat, playing dominoes and drinking cocktails.

      Lulu spotted me, waved her arms, and yelled, “Millie! Over here!”

      As if there were any chance I might have missed them.  I waved and held up one finger. “I’ll be over in a minute. I need to take care of something at the bar.”

      “Who doesn’t?” Lulu’s friend Hannah Goldberg called out in her heavy Long Island accent. Hannah had moved from Great Neck to Port Sunset fifteen years before, after her husband died and left her a wealthy widow, but her accent stayed as strong and distinct as ever. “Order another round for the table while you’re there. Okay, doll?”

      I flashed a thumb’s up, and wound my way through lounge chairs to the bar at the Beachside Café. I stood at the end of the bar, and waited for the bartender to finish his order. He poured four margaritas into salt-rimmed glasses and put them on a tray, which he carried over to me. A Port Sunset native, he was forty-ish, and a few years older than my own––gulp––thirty-six. How had that happened? In so many ways, I still felt like I was a kid, until I got with Lulu and her crew...then I felt like I was the senior citizen, and they were the swinging young women. But, back to the bartender, Justin. Lulu had tried to set us up, before she realized he was happily married to his high school sweetheart.

      “I heard Mrs. Goldberg. Here are their drinks. Do you mind carrying them over when you go?”

      A blonde, sun-tanned waitress came up behind me and reached for the tray. “Are you high, Justin? You know how clumsy Millie is; imagine the damage she could cause with a tray full of margaritas.”

      “Hey! I resemble that remark!” I replied with mock indignation. I couldn’t muster any true indignation, because I am a complete and total klutz. It’s kind of my thing.

      The waitress just laughed, and hoisted the tray like it weighed nothing, as she carried it over to Lulu’s crew. A cheer sounded from the table, as the ladies received their drinks.

      “Whose idea was it to have the club memberships for locals?” I asked Justin.

      He threw back his head and laughed, as he swiped down the bar in front of me, “I believe it was your idea, Ms. Wentworth. So, what can I do for you, Millie?”

      “I was wondering if you could put in a room service request for me. We had a problem with the primary guest in the penthouse suite, and I’d like to send up a charcuterie platter and bottle of wine on the house.”

      “Sure thing, Mill. Do you want them to send a note with it?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please. ‘With apologies and gratitude for your business. Enjoy your stay with us at the Gulf Palms.’ And sign it Millie Wentworth and the Gulf Palms staff.”

      He jotted the note down on his order pad. “Got it.”

      “Thanks, Justin. I’m going to head over to Lulu’s table now. Pray for me.”

      I heard his deep laugh as I walked away, and as I got closer to Lulu’s table, the crew all cheered in greeting.

      My grandmother stood up and enveloped me in a hug. I noticed Lulu’s white bob had pink streaks in it today, to frame her face. If you looked quickly, and didn’t notice the laugh lines around her eyes, you might think Lulu was a twenty-something. I might be biased by my extreme love for her, but my gram was cute as a bug. “Hello, my darling granddaughter. How is your day going?”

      I squeezed my petite grandmother back. Her daily yoga sessions really kept Lulu fit and strong. I’m ashamed to say she was more muscular than me, but the aforementioned clumsiness kept me from most forms of athletic endeavor. “Don’t ask, Lulu.”

      Hannah pulled a chair over from a neighboring table, “Take a load off, doll. You look beat.”

      “Thanks. I think.” I sat down in the seat with a deep sigh. “Oh, it feels good to sit down. We had a leaky pipe issue in the gift shop backroom, and it sort of rolled right into problems with our guests in the penthouse. But enough about my troubles––Maria tells me you have a hot date tonight.”

      Valeria Rodriguez was a plump seventy-five-year-old and the most maternal of Lulu’s crew. She’d been a housewife and mother her whole adult life, and she liked nothing better than cooking to feed a crowd. Although, with her kids scattered around Florida, and her husband passed away, she didn’t get too many opportunities to do so anymore. She shoved a tray of nachos toward me. “Here. Eat. Have you had lunch yet?”

      “No, I haven’t had time,” I replied, as I lifted a cheesy chip to my mouth and crunched into it. I closed my eyes in bliss and hummed. “Mmm...this is so good.”

      The waitress appeared behind Nancy Johnson. The youngest of Lulu’s Crew at seventy-three, Nancy was a Port Sunset native, who had married and had her son right out of high school. Now that she was divorced, she enjoyed living her life to the hilt with Lulu’s Crew. “That’s not a very healthy lunch, Millie,” Nancy said.

      “She’s right,” the waitress said. “Can I bring you something, Millie?”

      I pulled out my phone and frowned at the time. My grandmother snatched it out of my hand and put it on the table, face down. “Everyone deserves a lunch break. Why not spend it here with us? It’s a little late, but better late than never.” She wagged her finger at me. “And no looking at the darned phone while you’re at lunch. Got it?”

      “Okay, you sold me, Lulu.” I looked over at the waitress and said, “I’d like the turkey club wrap, and an iced tea, please.”

      “A Long Island Iced Tea, I hope.” Hannah chortled.

      “Nope. I’m on duty here, just a plain old iced tea.”

      “You got it, Millie.” The waitress saluted me with the pen she’d written my order with and walked straight to the bar to place my order.

      “Don’t think I didn’t notice how you dodged the question about your date tonight. Who’s the lucky guy?” I reached for another nacho chip.

      Lulu studied the domino game, and then placed her tile on the table with a click. “I’m going dancing with Eduardo Sanchez. He’s the most amazing salsa dancer. He’s teaching me.”

      Nancy hooted with laughter. “I bet you’re teaching him plenty too, Lulu.”

      I covered my ears. “Please. You’re talking about my grandmother. La la la. I can’t hear you.” I finished in a singsong voice, to the laughter of all four of the ladies.

      “Get over it,” Hannah swatted at my hand. “We might be old, but we ain’t dead.”

      The waitress brought back my iced tea and placed it on the table in front of me. “Here you go, sweetie. And Justin said to tell you the room service order is on its way to the penthouse.”

      “That was fast! Thank him for me.”

      “He told them it was top priority, because of the problems you had earlier with the guest.” The waitress said as she turned to go to another table.

      I took a sip of my cool beverage, and swiped the condensation from the glass off on my slacks. Nothing like good old Florida humidity. I looked toward the beach beyond the pool area and wished I could go sit on a lounger in the powdery white sand, and let the blue-green waters of the Gulf wash away my worries. Maybe after work, I’d head down to watch the sunset before I went home. The beach is my happy place, and I considered myself lucky to work in such a gorgeous location. It almost made the aggravation of occasionally having to deal with people like Eugene Tarkington worth it. Almost.

      The sun was blinding today, and I was grateful for the pink, green, and white striped umbrella over the poolside table, for providing a little shade. I watched as Hannah studied the domino layout, and then placed her tile with a triumphant flourish, and the other ladies groaned.

      “I won again!” Hannah crowed. “You all owe me a dollar.”

      “Put it on my tab,” Lulu said. She leaned back in her chair and looked at me. “Would you be able to watch Spud for me tonight, Millie? Who knows where the night might go with Eduardo? I might not be home until morning.”

      “God willing,” Nancy replied with a lascivious wink.

      I held up my hand. “Please. My grandmother...remember? I do not want to think about her being out all night with the salsa dancing Eduardo.”

      Lulu chuckled. “Funny, it’s all I’ve been thinking about.”

      Hannah high-fived my grandmother, as the other ladies roared with laughter.

      “So, about Spud?” Lulu asked.

      “Of course, I’d be happy to take care of Spud.” I loved my grandmother’s Pembroke Welsh Corgi. He’d belonged to a friend of Lulu’s who had passed away last year, and none of her family had wanted him. When I’m not working at the Gulf Palms, I volunteer at an animal shelter, and had offered to take him there for adoption, but Lulu insisted she wanted to keep him herself.

      The waitress dropped off my sandwich, and I dug in, savoring the turkey, bacon, and swiss wrap. I hadn’t realized how hungry I’d been until I’d started eating, but now that I had, I forced myself not to gobble it down too fast. I washed down my first giant bite with a sip of iced tea through the paper straw, which took some serious sucking as the straw had already begun to disintegrate between the tea and humidity. Before I dug in for a second bite of sandwich I said,  “I think I better get the other half of the sandwich wrapped up. Lulu, would you mind taking it home and putting it in your fridge? I can grab it when I pick up Spud after work and have it for dinner. I need to wolf down this half and get back to my office now.”

      Lulu patted my hand. “Of course, darling. Don’t work too hard.”

      I leaned over to kiss my beloved grandmother’s soft cheek. “Words you live by.”

      “Play hard. That’s our motto––right, girls?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My cell phone buzzed on my desk with Lulu’s distinctive tone, to indicate an incoming text from my grandmother. I frowned at the phone, as I wondered what Lulu could possibly want. When we’d said goodbye after lunch, I hadn’t expected to hear from my grandmother until the next day, probably not even when I dropped Spud back at Lulu’s house in the morning. It certainly seemed like Lulu planned to be out all night with Eduardo, the salsa dancer.

      I picked up the phone and noticed the time, realizing over two hours had passed since I’d cut my lunch short and left Lulu’s crew at the pool. I
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