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 Murder at the Magic Kingdom 

As a modern-day Enola Holmes, Wilma Wallaby is an aspiring kick-ass 13-year-old detective 

who has grown up being physically abused by her older brother. When she overhears an actual 

murder being planned, she must stand up against her brother in her own crafty way before she is 

the one who gets murdered. 
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 Murder at the Magic Kingdom 

Fifty Ways to Murder Your Sibling 

Preventing a murder can make you thirsty, so I rummaged around my closet until I found the 

backup hurricane water supply in the corner. For the first few hours, I didn’t mind being trapped 

in my closet when I considered the alternatives of broken teeth, bruises, or a bloody nose.  

To prevent being murdered by my tyrant of an older brother, I had spent a lot of time 

during the past few years speculating how Winston could kill me. I thought I would write a book 

called Fifty Ways to Kill Your Sibling by Wilma Wallaby, Genius Detective.  My parents were 

cruel enough to burden us with names like Winston and Wilma when we had a last name of 

Wallaby,  and I anointed myself as a genius to make up for my other shortcomings. 

This morning, my brother moved my dresser in front of my closet door after shoving me 

inside. I mean, he pushed me inside the closet and not the dresser. At thirteen, I’m way too big 

for him to stuff me into furniture drawers anymore. He usually left me locked in here for about 

an hour, but now it had been over three hours. That made me think that this time his murder plan 

was dehydration, starvation, or asphyxiation.  I took a deep breath and tilted my head towards the 

air conditioner vent.  I could feel a breeze.  I was not going to die from the lack of oxygen today. 

My parents had many faults, but emergency preparedness was not on that list.  I’d live 

through a hurricane if I survived this day. Each time my fourteen-year-old brother physically 

abused me, I wondered, is this the day he’ll go through with it? 

  I probably wouldn’t die of bruises or broken teeth, so those methods hadn’t made it into 

my book. Only four people died each year from bleeding out from a bloody nose, so I couldn’t 
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really count that as a murder attempt by Winston. He was smart, but not that smart. Asphyxiation 

was undoubtedly high on my list, which was why I had trained to hold my breath for almost two 

minutes. That helped when he held me under water at the pool or beach. Two years ago, when I 

was only eleven, it was easier for him to snuff me out this way.  But for the last few years, I have 

been doing weight training and finally was getting stronger.  To avoid alarming my parents, I 

went out to a wall in the backyard and moved concrete blocks around. According to my 

pediatrician, I was small for my age.  This always prompted an inquisition regarding my 

nutrition and regurgitation habits.   

  I wonder if they price caskets based on size, I thought.  No, my parents wouldn’t have to 

pay more; I’d be cremated.  They are all about the environment.  My parents were older when 

they struggled to have a child. That was the story I heard, and they never said “children.” It was 

always in the singular, and then they talked about how delighted they were when Winston was 

born. I was a by-product of the process the next year, like the sludge they made toilet paper from 

after lumber production. Since they went through so many fertility treatments to manufacture 

Winston, they thought they were done and referred to me over the years as an accident.  

Sometimes they were kind and said, “a pleasant surprise,” but everyone knew I was a 

mistake. When I had to write a one-page paper last year about myself, I described everything that 

was Winston: athletic wonder, football star, handsome, blond hair, blue eyes, confident, and 

powerful. Then at the end, I wrote, I’m the opposite. 

 Although we were both intelligent, I was brighter than my brother and an avid scientist. 

Winston did not know about the attic. When we moved into this house, Winston claimed the 

better bedroom with a lake water view. I got the smaller one towards the street, but it had a walk-
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in closet with a scuttle hole. This “hatch” was a removable part of the closet ceiling in the shape 

of a rectangle – and just my size.   

I was hungry and needed to eat.  I had what my dad said was a high metabolism and 

nervous energy.  I constantly tapped my right leg.  I looked it up online, and it was something 

called restless leg syndrome.  It sounded like one of those things they advertise on TV that you 

should talk to your doctor about.  I wondered if it was something a magical drug like Halto could 

cure but had a side effect of leaky bowels and watery eyes.  I found that eating every few hours 

helped, and I was starved.  I had to get food. It was a simple fact that I burned a lot of calories 

being in constant flight or fight mode. 

 After taking a few sips of water, I opened the hatch and crawled into the attic. A few 

years ago, I started sneaking old foam poster boards up here to make a path to my parent’s 

bedroom closet hatch on the other side of the house and testing out escape routes. A hot attic in 

Florida was not pleasant, especially since my dad sets off a bug bomb each month. But I only 

had to worry about inhaling insect poison and not dying of a wasp sting. I knew that I could hold 

my breath for long enough to crawl over to the other hatch, but about halfway across the attic, I 

froze.  

What was that noise? I thought.  

The worst would be Winston in the hallway below me. I couldn’t bear the thought of him 

discovering my secret passageway.  It was a common misconcepton that girls my age are afraid 

of spiders.  Most spiders in Florida were not poisonous.  It was the frogs and snakes you had to 

worry about. There was a little rhyme we were taught as kids, 'red touching black, safe for Jack. 

Red touching yellow, kill a fellow'.  I had trouble remembering something so stupid, so I made a 

mental note to not touch snakes or step on poisonous frogs while walking around barefoot.  But 
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neither one liked the attic or attacked humans. Same with alligators.  They don’t see humans as 

prey and only attacked if you invade their territory.  That was the biggest reason why I never 

entered Winston’s room.  The other reason was the teenage boy's smell.  It was a combination of 

sweet, rotting fast food and other things that I wasn’t ready at this point in my life to think about. 

I heard the noise again, but with a new audio focus, I realized it was only some mice or 

other rodents rustling in the insulation to my right. I made a mental note to bring my cats, Funny 

Face, Lilo, and Loki, up in the attic for a day to clean out the latest unwanted residents. 

 I quickly made it to the other side of the house and dropped down amidst the clothes and 

shoes in my parent’s closet. As I slowly crept down the hallway, I was as quiet as a mouse, or 

hopefully even more silent. I stopped right before the stairs and stepped into the bathroom 

opening. I heard Winston below, watching TV in the family room. He was blocking my access to 

the kitchen and all its delights. I wanted to eat something, but I needed a diversion. Since I’m a 

multi-tasker and a budding scientist, I thought an experiment was in order. 

After my parents bought a high-tech garage door that had an app to control it, I was the 

only one who followed the guy from Lowe’s around when he installed it and helped him get it 

connected to the Wi-Fi. My parents were too busy to learn new stuff and grabbed the old-school 

remotes for their cars. I programmed the keypad for Winston to use and stored his birthday as the 

code.  

My parents worked in technology and filled our house with the latest widgets that 

controlled the music, heat, air conditioning, and security. I started to be the go-to person to figure 

out things in our house when I was about seven. I thought that I could maybe earn a tiny 

teaspoon of that adoration that they bestowed on Winston. Technology was my secret weapon, 
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but it was not a gift. I don’t want to tell them, but I’m no genius when it comes to figuring out 

how all the devices in our house work. I had a deep dark secret. I read the manual. 

They have a saying that the painters own the house with a bad paint job. Regarding 

security, my parents were probably great technical people at work but terrible at home. I was the 

only one who knew about the garage door app. I had been testing it a few times when nobody 

was paying attention. Today was a more considerable investigation. 

Although I’m supposed to figure out what was Winston’s plan for killing me with the 

whole “shoving in the closet” method, I also study Winston to learn more about him. For this 

experiment, I wanted to see how many times I could fool Winston into thinking mom and dad 

were home and get a snack from the kitchen undetected at the same time. 

I pulled out my cell phone, clicked on the app, and he ran up the stairs and turned to the 

right into my bedroom. I heard him grunting as he moved the dresser across the room. I had been 

slowly moving it further and further away from the door.  

Early this morning, I took four bricks from the backyard patio trim and put them in the 

bottom drawer. I realized that I should not have added another element to the experiment since I 

was trying to see how many times he would fall for the fake garage door opening. 

 I heard him out of breath as he went slowly down the stairs and into the downstairs 

bathroom. I waited for the flush and then closed the garage door with my app. Since I was 

officially free from the closet, it was time for a snack. I crept down the stairs and ran into 

Winston, glaring at me.  

Busted, I thought. He hadn’t washed his hands, and I made a mental note to document 

that and compare it to our history of childhood diseases.  
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“You tell mom or dad, and I’ll kill you,” Winston hissed as he returned to the family 

room. I quickly slipped into the kitchen and grabbed some food and drink to stuff in my pockets.  

“Mom and dad aren’t home yet,” I corrected him. He got up and stared at the family 

room door to the garage. I had already trained him not to open that door needlessly. 

“Open it!” he shouted.  

I shrugged my shoulders and pulled it open a crack, and turned on the light.  

“Nope, no car there.” 

Winston came up behind me and took that opportunity to smack me on the back of my 

head. It was my fault that I stood that close to the door opening. I had made another fatal 

judgment error while gathering food. I hadn’t put the very cold bottle of Dr. Pepper in my 

pocket. Rookie mistake. This latest saga of me getting dragged into the closet this morning 

happened when I drank the last Dr. Pepper. I don’t even like Dr. Pepper very much, but when 

you’re a year younger and weigh fifty pounds less than your older brother, you have to exert 

your power where you can. Sometimes I hid the remote and then would find it. Long ago, I put 

an Apple Air Tag on it and then covered it with black tape. Like a magician, I never revealed my 

tricks to Winston.  

Although it looked like all the Dr. Pepper was gone this morning, I had actually hidden 

two bottles in the back of the freezer behind the frozen vegetables. It took a little planning since I 

had to open them and drink a sip to leave the expansion room for freezing, but it worked. It 

didn’t take Winston long to spot the 2nd bottle of Dr. Pepper and take it from me. Then he 

grabbed me by the back of my t-shirt and dragged me up the stairs. I wondered why he didn’t 

just command me back into the closet, but I think he considered this part of the routine as a 

workout for football season.  
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Winston had a “three-strike rule.” The first strike was what I was experiencing. It was 

either a smack, push, drag, or pull. The second involved either thrusting me into an object like a 

wall or throwing something at me, like the time he got mad and threw a football into my face and 

broke my front tooth. The third strike was the worst. The “third strike” from Winston was when 

he balled up his fists and hit me. At first, it was always in the face, but after trying to explain too 

many times to our folks that I ran into something – he started hitting me in the stomach, back, or 

more hidden places. Please don’t let it be the third, I said to myself over and over. 
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Flying Lessons for Cats 

 

I had conflicting emotions during my ride up the stairs. The first was regret. A lot of regrets. I 

was a slow learner when it came to Winston’s capacity for anger. I owned that. The next was 

fear. It was raw and started in my stomach. It was similar to the way I felt after he hit me there 

but squishier, like I had swallowed an octopus.   

Today, I got lucky and merely got thrown back into the closet. No third strike. I pulled 

out my lab book to start making notes about the morning so far while I ate. I liked to figure 

things out. I consider myself both a scientist and a detective. With science, my true gift was with 

animals like Winston. I had trained Winston to be afraid of the garage and my darling trio of 

cats. 

I listened to him grunt while he moved the dresser back. This experiment had tremendous 

results. I found that the first time that Winston moved the dresser, he was angry about me 

drinking what he thought was the last of the Dr. Pepper and didn’t grunt very loudly. Probably 

due to adrenaline, and I had made a note to research this. 

As soon as I heard Winston put the dresser into place and head down the stairs, it was 

time to eat the rest of my snack and record the results. I mostly wore shorts with big pockets and 

stuffed them with cheese, crackers, and fruit. Winston had taken my Dr. Pepper. 

I then pulled out the laptop that was in my Mary Poppins backpack/detective toolkit that 

was stored at all times in my closet but hidden behind a large stuffed animal for protection. My 

backpack doesn’t have Mary Poppins on it, which would be pretty juvenile for someone about to 

start high school, but it reminded me of her large bag that held everything. What a great movie 

about two siblings that actually liked each other. We had a saying in the Orlando area—there 
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was real-real, and then there was Disney real, where nothing was believable. Disney had fake 

trees, rocks, and even fake cheese. Any type of affection that I had for Winston was fake. For 

me, he was a lab rat, and his fear of the garage was proof of that. 

After I was born, my parents realized they were now a family and needed to live in a 

family house. They moved from their cool urban loft in downtown Orlando to the spacious fields 

of tiled roofs in Lake Nona, a master-planned gated community where people can work and play. 

Lake Nona was built on ten thousand acres of former orange groves and farmland. The mice, 

rats, squirrels, gophers, and snakes had to move somewhere—and that was our garage. After a 

few more unexpected surprises, like me being born, my mom decided we needed to get a cat.  

We inherited a big fat cat from our neighbor Claire,  her mother moved  into assisted 

living. Winston later insisted Claire’s mom was trying to get away from the cat. Winston was 

terrified now of heights and cats—and for a good reason. I named my new cat Funny Face 

mainly because of Winston's face whenever he saw the cat. 

We got Funny Face when Winston was about my age, and at the time, he started testing 

his strength. He would grab Funny Face and take her into the backyard for what he called flying 

lessons. Winston would test his explosive strength, speed, and balance by using Funny Face as a 

shot put. He’d do it whenever my parents left us with our elderly deaf and blind babysitter, who 

would not corroborate my story of Winston’s cruelty. Funny Face was also silent on the matter, 

but I could tell she didn’t enjoy these times with Winston.  

After Funny Face ran out of the room and through her doggy door to the garage, Winston 

would search the garage until he found her for the next test of his god-like strength. 

I used my meager allowance to buy Funny Face a cat tree. I saved and saved and finally 

came up with enough. Instead of setting it on the ground, I got my dad to put a bicycle hook into 
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the garage ceiling next to the kitchen door and high above one of our many cluttered plastic 

shelves filled with all the things we used once, then condemned to “storage.”  

The next time Funny Face ran out through the doggy door with Winston hot on her trail, 

she jumped up the shelves and shimmied up to her cat tree, far out of reach of Winston. I 

followed him to see what he would do. He got a few boxes and started up the plastic shelves. My 

parents might have been brilliant programmers at writing code to make servers more secure, but 

when it comes to their pupae’s safety, they are a little shoddy. The shelves came down on 

Winston. He then fell and cracked his head on the concrete. Funny Face poked her head out of 

one of the kitty portholes. I think I saw her smile.  

Sometimes, Funny Face would leave the garage, and I was a familiar figure in the 

neighborhood looking for Funny Face. I don’t know why anyone looks for a lost cat. I knew that 

cats were never lost because their territory was unlimited. Of course, they eventually came home, 

but I was at an age when I didn’t understand that and was probably terrified that Winston had 

found her and killed her. But I usually found her being fed by one of the neighbors and scolded 

her all the way home, with the neighbors giving a fist pump that I had found Funny Face. 

It was destiny that I became a detective. As I got older, my fame in finding neighborhood 

lost pets grew along with my technology skills. I was the go-to person to find anything on the 

Internet. I expanded that enterprise to finding long-lost relatives by tracing family roots. 

Two weeks ago, when school got out, and I had banked enough sleep-in days to fill up 

my tank, I got serious.  It only took a few days for me to figure out that being home alone all day 

with a bored Winston meant becoming human prey.  I printed dozens of flyers that exaggerated 

the Wilma Wallaby Detective Agency’s abilities to find anything, from car keys to treasure.    
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 Later today, I had an appointment with our neighbor, Claire. I was hoping to get my first 

big case. I was excited because she said it had something to do with finding someone.  

Someone, I thought. I remembered that word. Up until now, I had been finding pets, but 

this might be a real job for my new detective agency. I was ready for this. I was an expert at 

noticing even the smallest detail. I guess it came from observing Winston all these years.  

One of my first scientific experiments involved Funny Face. I found that animals like 

Funny Face and Winston can be trained. After Funny Face got her cat tree, she got fatter and 

fatter. I had to coax her to come out of the cat tree, and I trained her with some catnip. Even 

though I was little, I’ve always been strong like Winston. I’d put a little catnip on my shoulder 

and then knocked on the door three times and went out into the garage. Funny Face would hear 

the knock, smell the catnip, and then jump on my shoulders. I’d give her a treat.  

Cats did strange things when they were expecting kittens. They wanted to make sure their 

environment was safe and would attack or kill any threat to the place where they planned to drop 

those babies. Funny Face was no different. I noticed lately when my fat cat landed on me, she 

hissed and then scurried back up the shelves to her perch. She seemed annoyed at being 

disturbed. At the time, I thought she was getting old and cranky like our babysitter. I wondered 

how pissed she’d be if she jumped on Winston instead of me.  

My experiment was all in the name of science. The next time we were left home alone 

with the old babysitter fast asleep in the family room, I smeared catnip on Winston’s practice 

jersey and waited for him to open the garage, get on his bike, and ride off to practice. To 

heighten the stakes, I unscrewed the garage light. As he put his hand on the doorknob, I knocked 

three times and waited with my lab book ready. 
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 It took about three weeks for the scratches to disappear from Winston’s face and for the 

two darling kittens to appear. Funny Face was getting older, so I was able to talk my mom into 

letting us keep Lilo and Loki. Winston was now afraid of the dark, heights, and cats. I monitored 

him to figure out when he’d grow out of it. 

I spent the next few hours working on my laptop in the closet and opening and closing 

the garage door. By the fifth “false alert” time, Winston’s grunts and pants had significantly 

increased. It took him over thirty seconds to get up the stairs instead of under ten. Then there was 

a seventy-three-minute pause after the sixth false alert. 

He had figured it out, I thought. 

I crossed the attic to investigate and dropped down into the folk’s closet. I slowly tip-toed 

down the hallway to the stairs and spotted Winston in the living room. Since I’ve trained him not 

to go into the garage needlessly and be exposed to killer attack cats, he had figured out that 

something was wrong with the garage door and had turned into an anxious puppy on the couch 

peering out the window for mom and dad to get home. 

 Why didn’t he just let me out of the closet? I wondered. That would have been an easier 

solution, but Winston was not a multi-tasker and had the attention span of a 90-year-old. I 

realized that the more common saying was “attention span of a two-year-old,” but a toddler can 

be easily distracted. Winston was more like an old man that could sit in front of the TV for hours 

watching the Weather Channel. He stayed focused on the issue until it was resolved. 

I heard the garage door open and knew I hadn’t triggered it. Winston had a good view of 

the driveway from the couch. He jumped up. 
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That had to be my mom or dad coming home, and I wasn’t in the closet! I thought as I 

sprinted up the stairs as quietly as fleeing prey could run. I ducked around the corner and heard 

Winston on the stairs. Did he see me?  
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On the Case 

 

I scurried back into my parent’s bedroom closet and hoisted myself back into the attic. Winston’s 

grunting as he dragged the dresser made me laugh as I did my mouse-like trek back to my own 

cell. It was a struggle not to giggle as he grunted one more time, having moved the heavy dresser 

back to the other side of the room. 

I wondered if he had thought about moving furniture as a way to kill me. Ten percent of 

people die from an incarcerated hernia that cuts off blood flow resulting in intestinal 

strangulation. Can girls get a hernia? I wondered. I needed to look that up, but first, I had to get 

ready for my new detective agency appointment later with my neighbor, Claire.  

After I heard Winston leave my bedroom, I got out of the closet and then went downstairs 

to get something to eat. All this behavior analysis and dodging Winston for hours this afternoon 

had made me hungry. I could hear my mom and dad coming in from the garage and greeting 

Winston in the family room. 

They both lavished Winston with buckets of praise for taking good care of me all day. It 

was so sickening that I wanted to find a can of air freshener. Then they heard Winston’s 

complaints about the “buggy” garage door and started testing the remotes and keypad. Nobody 

checked up on me, but I was used to it. They often got distracted by computer programming 

issues, and this was something that involved their precious Winston and technology. A 

doubleheader. I didn’t exist. 

 I left a note on the refrigerator whiteboard that I’d be next door at Claire’s and went out 

the front door, leaving it unlocked. We lived in a gated community, and most families only 
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locked up their houses when they left for the day or at night. All the homes looked similar, and 

that was how I met Claire a few years ago. 

I had been riding my bike in our cul-de-sac for a few hours, trying to set a land speed 

record for going in circles without throwing up. All of a sudden, I had to go pee really, really 

bad. I ran into the house and used the downstairs bathroom close to the front door. I flushed, and 

while washing my hands, I noticed that mom had gotten new hand towels and was admiring the 

sea shells on them when someone opened the bathroom door. I screamed. Claire screamed. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

I looked around. This wasn’t our bathroom. I had gone into the wrong house. A 

friendship with Claire was born. She was also a good customer. After Jade and Jasper were born 

three years ago, Claire paid me to babysit them. I’m not old enough to babysit on my own; 

rather, Claire employed me to play with them whenever she needed a break from hyper twin 

toddlers. I had also found their dog twice after he had escaped out of her yard. It didn’t seem 

right to take Claire’s money for chasing a dog around the neighborhood on my bike and putting 

him back after someone left the gate open, but Claire was nice. I thought I might put an Air Tag 

on her dog as my business starts to grow, and I’m no longer finding lost pets. 

Today, I was feeling a quart low on human kindness, and Claire always had lots on her 

shelves. Claire didn’t disappoint as she answered the door with a hug. 

“How are you doing?” Claire asked after wrapping me in affection. When Claire asked 

that, it was almost like she wanted to know instead of a standard greeting. But today was my first 

official business meeting, and there was no need to be childish about it. 
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“You said someone is missing?” I asked while opening my backpack and pulling out my 

detective notebook. It was black compared to my lab book, which was green. It looked serious 

when I ordered it online.  

Jade and Jasper came running into the foyer. They must have heard my voice.  

“Wilma Wallaby, Wilma Wallaby!” they shouted in unison. Somehow over the past year 

since they started talking, my name became a song or a taunt. 

Busted, I thought. I had hoped Claire’s husband, Thomas, would be home by now and 

able to corral them, but no luck.  

How was I going to get any work done with toddlers around? I wondered.  

“Why don’t you set up your stuff on the dining room table, and I’ll get something to 

stream for them?” Claire asked as she guided them into the family room. Jade and Jasper were 

already shouting out requests. Her two-year-olds had a short attention span, but even someone 

named Wilma Wallaby couldn’t compete with Daniel Tiger, Dog Man, or Beat Bugs. 

It was horrible having a name like Wilma Wallaby. Thankfully an average kid didn’t 

know what a wallaby looked like; otherwise, there would be all sorts of kangaroo hopping 

gestures when they mocked my name. Some thought I was named after Wilma Flintstone, a 

cartoon from the 1960s that you could watch on Boomarang, and amazingly they hummed that 

old theme song and made fun of my name. Thank goodness they didn’t know why I was named 

Wilma Wallaby.[ 

I hope nobody ever finds that out. The real reason I’m called Wilma Wallaby was much 

worse.  
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Wilma Wallaby 

 

I got the name Wilma after Wilma Mankiller, my mother’s fourth cousin. Chief 

Mankiller was the first woman to be named the principal chief of the Cherokee Nation. I’m not 

sure what “principal chief” means, but it probably has something to do with big chiefs and little 

chiefs and not the ever-popular barbecue smokers used here in the South by my dad’s relatives. 

My brother was named after Winston Churchill, my father’s sixth cousin. If you add our last 

name, Wallaby, you get a toddler tongue twister: Winston Wallaby or Wilma Wallaby.  

Not many people have the last name of Wallaby. It isn’t our real last name. My dad’s 

great-grandfather changed his name to Wallaby after visiting Australia during World War II. His 

original name was David Jones, but he was nicknamed Davy. Not very good to be named Davy 

Jones on a seagoing ship. Welsh sailors said that the legend of Davy Jones came from their 

patron saint St. Davis, who protected the good sailors while the bad seamen were sent to Davy 

Jones’ locker at the bottom of the sea. Thus, being named Davy Jones on a submarine target 

named the USS Growler probably compelled him to change his name. His submarine was named 

for a wide-mouth bass and sank a few months after he was transferred to Hawaii after contracting 

a nasty case of shingles. That ended up keeping him alive to make many more Wallabies after he 

was quarantined in the hospital until the end of the war. Shingles were very contagious and one 

of the most painful things anyone could live through.  

Great-great-grandpa’s name change from Jones to Wallaby was easy. This was all before 

the electronic passport surveillance and the NSA snooping. When Grandpa Davy Jones separated 

from the Navy, he asked the clerk to change his paperwork to David Wallaby, and a sympathetic 

fellow mariner understood his need. He went home to Miami and worked on a fishing boat until 
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he died from a hernia. This reminded me that I hadn’t researched yet for my Fifty Ways book if 

Winston could kill me by giving me a hernia. I opened my laptop, added that note, and then got 

on Ancestry.com to prepare for my search for Claire. 

She probably is looking for her great-great-grandfather, I thought. The last time we 

worked on her Ancestry family chart, we had researched her mom’s side back to the early 1700s.  

My mother gave me a subscription to Ancestry.com last Christmas to help my clients find 

long-lost relatives. So far, I’ve figured out that the rest of dad’s Wallaby side of the family were 

white-trash mutts. Mom’s side was easy. She was mostly Cherokee, and our ancestors didn’t 

exist in Western records until they were rounded up in the late nineteenth century and put on 

reservations. I liked finding out roots and everything that made me Wilma Wallaby. 

I have dark skin and black hair like my mom, and I look Native American. I am only a 

quarter Cherokee, so it really didn't earn you entrance into any particular ethnic group at school. 

Most Native Americans in our area of Florida were either Seminole or Miccosukee, but most 

said they were Seminole because that was the mascot of the ever-popular and “cool” Florida 

State University team. 

 I found a Seminole jacket at a garage sale last month and thought I could wear it on one 

of the half-dozen colder days in Orlando. I was thinking of changing from Cherokee to Seminole 

as my heritage if it helped me up the social ladder in high school. Being a brainiac didn’t seem to 

get me a better status in high school, but I didn’t need that because I had a best friend, and that 

was enough. Then Amaya’s family moved to New York after Christmas, and I was alone. 

I missed her so much, I thought as I studied Claire’s family chart. It did get easier after 

those first few weeks. I would sit at a table and pretend to read a book. I wandered around school 

by myself and tried to find a replacement, but it had always been “Wilma and Amaya, Amaya 
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and Wilma,” and everyone else had their own besties. I waited for a “new kid” to arrive, and 

nobody ever did. Eighty percent of people in Central Florida are from somewhere else, so it was 

only a matter of time before I’d find a new best friend. 

But I was wrong. Winston ruined any chance for that. 
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Institute of Internet Investigators 

After Amaya left, I decided to have a birthday party and maybe find a new best friend. I 

invited only half a dozen girls from middle school but spent hours making the full-page 

invitations. I had designed a Murder Mystery party, and the invitation was the first clue. I mailed 

each of them to their homes so that the first thing they’d have to figure out was who invited 

them. It was genius! Even if they didn’t like me that much, curiosity alone would be enough of 

an incentive to show up the next week. 

Nobody showed up on my birthday, I remembered. The next day, I went up to each and 

every girl that I had invited and told her exactly what I thought of someone too stupid to figure 

out a simple mystery clue. 

Snap that! I thought smugly. 

A few days later, I found all the invitations in a trash can in Winston’s room. He had 

taken them out of the mail and then tried to tear them up, but I recognized them. 

No wonder those girls looked at me with a blank “she’s a crazy person” look, I realized. 

I tried to explain to my parents what had happened, but when I get that upset and cry and stutter, 

it comes out… 

“Winston, blah…blah…Winston…blah…blah.” 

My folks were so tired of me doing this for the past decade that they merely gave me a 

little pat on the shoulder, told me to drink a glass of water, and then shooed me upstairs to my 

room to settle down. 
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Then I saw a YouTube ad for EyeEyeEye.com - the Institute of Internet Investigators. 

For a mere fifty dollars of my Christmas money, I got certified as an Internet detective after 

taking a two-week online course. Taking an online class meant that nobody knew I was a pitiful, 

picked-on little lonely girl, even with a name like Wilma Wallaby.  

How can someone named Wilma be under forty years old? I thought. 

At least it was better than Winston Wallaby. Growing up, I liked to call my brother 

Winny instead of Winston, and he hated it. I don’t know why because Winston Churchill’s close 

family called him Winny. Winston Churchill was an American like us. I figured out that the one 

decent thing the Wallaby (nee Jones) side of the family did was produce an heiress that married 

an English lord.  

Winston Churchill’s mother was Jenny Jerome, and her father was an “on and off” 

wealthy businessman in New York. During one of these “on” periods of fortune, he auctioned 

her off to the highest bidder, who was Lord Randolph Churchill, the father of Winston Churchill. 

That makes their kid, Winston Churchill, an American. Most people didn't know this, but I was 

on a crusade to educate them by writing a school paper on it every year and announcing our 

small claim to this famous world leader. 

Our family came from one of the other American Jerome’s, who was definitely in an 

“off” period of their financial life. The Jerome-Jones family settled in Florida. My mother’s 

family lived on the Cherokee reservation in Oklahoma. She came to Orlando as a college intern 

at Disney World and met my father, who was also cheap labor for Disney. The rest of the story 

wasn’t exciting, but that was how we ended up as the Wallaby family living near Walt Disney 

World.  
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We were Florida annual passholders, which means that on any weekday, we could go to 

the Disney Parks for free. We didn’t have the good pass that lets us go during holidays and 

weekends, but weekdays are fine since my parents work in the tech industry and didn't seem to 

understand the whole weekend/weekday life/work balance thing anyway. 

Two years ago, our elderly babysitter found an easier gig, and we became latch-key kids. 

Like most latch-key kids, my brother and I were left home alone after school and during the 

summer, providing lots of alone time for Winston to use me as a punching bag.  

But the closet shoving was getting a little old. I’m not going to have kittens like Funny 

Face, but I was starting high school in the fall and hopefully could join some new friend groups. 

Maybe I’ll even find a new best friend.  I daydreamed about solving a big case.  What if I was 

the one who found the missing child of a billionaire visiting Orlando on vacation?  I would be 

famous and get a gazillion dollars reward.  Everyone would want to be my friend. 

Who wants to be besties with a little girl who gets shoved in a closet?  

The only good thing was that Winston turned fourteen last month, and this summer, I 

could spend my days at Disney World instead of being slammed into a closet by Winston.  It 

would be a great place to practice trailing someone.  All I needed to do was convince my mom to 

drop us off at one of the four Disney theme parks a few days a week on her way to work. Since 

I’m too young to get in alone, I have to go with Winston, who will be my “adult” escort around 

the happiest place on earth. I don’t think Disney put a lot of thought into it when they decided 

that a fourteen-year-old boy was old enough to be considered adult supervision for a “kid” like 

me. 

Many people looked at Winston and instantly thought, ‘Brainless Jock.’ But it was 

Winston’s brains that were going to get me killed if I didn’t do something. I once heard my mom 
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say that Winston and I were only one IQ point away from each other, and we were both close to 

being at a genius level. Thank goodness we’re not geniuses. My research showed that a genius in 

any field was an abnormality. Children who excelled in one area, such as math or science, were 

poor in other areas. The abilities of the brain are very uneven.  

My favorite fellow scientist, the brilliant physicist Richard Feynman, did poorly in 

school. He wrote, “I was terrible in English. I couldn't stand the subject. It seemed to me 

ridiculous to worry about whether you spelled something wrong or not because English spelling 

is just a human convention—it has nothing to do with anything real, anything from nature. Any 

word can be spelled just as well a different way.” 

Like me, Einstein was a poor speller and could not master any foreign languages. I 

struggled with English and stuttered when I was in second grade and under pressure. Winston 

made fun of me and could get me to stutter at home. Mom and Dad said I’d grow out of it, and 

they were right. Maybe they thought Winston would grow out of beating me up. 

The garage door opened, and soon Claire’s husband, Thomas, brightened the room. 

“Wilma Wallaby, as I live and breathe,” he said as he held out for a fist bump. I adored 

Thomas. He was like the father I never had. 

“Hey, Thomas,” I replied as I matched the bump. Shortly after the mistaken bathroom 

accident, both Claire and Thomas insisted I call them by their first names, which had the added 

benefit of upsetting our former elderly babysitter. 

“I guess I better go free Claire from ‘Jade and Jasper duty’ so you can get working on her 

dad issue,” he said as he looked towards the family room where the sounds of Jade and Jasper 

were echoing throughout the house. 
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Dad? I thought as I stared harder at Claire’s family chart. I clicked the back button to get 

another view and waited for that screen to load. My laptop was a hand-me-down from Winston, 

and it took days to get all the junk off of it. But it was still slow.  

Finally, Claire returned from Jade and Jasper duty holding an old photograph.  

“I want you to find my father,” Claire said. She didn’t sound very convincing. I looked 

again at her family chart, and there was nothing to the left. Everything we had done was on her 

mother’s side. 

“I thought you said you didn’t have a father,” I asked. 

Claire nodded and then smiled. “Everybody has a father; I meant before that I didn’t have 

a father that I knew about.” 

“What had changed?” 

“Mom died last week.” 

I didn’t know what to say. All my grandparents are alive, and I’ve never encountered 

death before. I had heard that one of my aunts or uncles had died decades ago, but that was 

before I was born. 

 I adored my grandparents. I called them Grandma and Grandpa Wallaby or Grandma and 

Grandpa Cook. My grandparents were no longer called MeMaw or PawPaw like I had when I 

was little. That was one of Winston’s many rules.  

The “Cook” name was fake, like the Wallaby name. Their name was probably once 

Awiakta, Ghigau, or Kanoska, but too hard to pronounce. The Bureau of Indian Affairs gave 

them more Western-sounding names, often related to the jobs they had. My ancestors were 

probably cooks.   These were my favorite grandparents.  I knew I shouldn’t have favorites and 
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should love the Wallaby team as much as the Cook team, but since my parents didn’t play by the 

rules and had their favorites, so I didn’t have to abide by them either.   

During their last visit, my mom said to her mom, “I really appreciate that you never 

pressured us to have a baby.”   

“Not sure everyone should be breeding stock,” Grandma Cook replied.  I couldn’t figure 

out if her hearing was failing. 

“Some people should be happy with pets,” she added as she stroked Funny Face.  Cats 

are a good measuring device of human kindness.  Dogs will slobber over anyone that might feed 

them, but cats are rather selective. 

“We tried so hard to have Winston, and the Wallaby’s practically demanded an update 

each month,” my mom explained. 

“Yup, with a name like Wallaby, you don’t want that to die out,” Grandma Cook said.   

“Odd that when you stopped trying so hard, Wilma came along with no effort at all,” and then 

looked around to make sure nobody was around to hear. 

“Now that was a kid worth trying for,” my grandma added. 

But I wouldn’t be able to handle it if one of my grandparents died. I realized that I hadn’t 

talked to either one of them in months and dropped my head. Then I remembered Claire, who sat 

there staring at the photo. 

I got up and hugged Claire. Unlike my family, Claire’s clan were huggers. She constantly 

scooped up Jade and Jasper and hugged them, and then Thomas would join in, and there would 

be a hug fest. I think Claire must have appreciated the gesture. She hugged me back so hard that 

I was almost breathless, and it was a long hug. So long that it almost got awkward, but just 

before that point, she patted me on the back and pulled back. 
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Whew, I thought. I think I was about ready to cry because the hug felt so good.  

“That’s okay. She really hasn’t been my mom for a few years. When she didn’t recognize 

that cat you now call Funny Face, I accepted that she was gone,” Claire added. 

Claire placed the photograph in front of me on the dining room table. 

“This is my birth father, the man I want you to find.” 

How do I do that? I thought as I stared at the picture and then the blank family tree for 

that side of her family. Panic set in. I wasn’t ready for this yet. I didn’t know how to find 

someone that probably didn’t even know that Claire existed. A “birth father” usually meant that a 

guy wasn’t a part of a kid’s life. 

Was I going to fail with my first case and disappoint the only person who was kind to me? 
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Dateline and Keith 

After I got home from Claire’s, I had another snack to settle my nerves down and then sat at my 

desk and started working on my first big case. Yes, a few months ago, I had successfully found 

her dog, but now Claire wanted me to find her father.  

A real human being. I need to crush this first case, I thought.  This was the reality of my 

daydream.  But a person and not a dog? 

Unfortunately, Claire’s dad hadn’t merely run out of an open gate without a collar after 

his doggy bath. Instead, she didn’t even know her father’s name and only had a faded picture 

from her dead mother.  

Who could I interview? I wondered. Ancestry hadn’t given me any hints. I expected that 

after I was unable to enter a name on the left side. Claire didn’t give me much to go on. She only 

knew that her mom and birth father had worked at Disney when they were young. On the back 

was written my only clue, it said Fairy Boy. Toward the end, Claire said her mother would hold 

that photograph and during lucid times, said he was Claire’s father.  

Claire would ask, “What is his name?” and her mother merely smiled and said, “Fairy 

Boy.”  I started searching for everything I could find about former Disney employee records and 

attractions that had a fairy. Is Peter Pan a fairy? I wondered as I took a picture of the photo with 

my cell phone. 

 It didn’t take me long in my research to find out that Peter Pan was not a fairy, but Tinker 

Bell was. I started a list of all the places in Disney World that had fairies and included Sleeping 

Beauty and Cinderella.  

I found online that Disney closely guards their employee records. I joined a few Disney 

fan sites for social media and posted the picture, asking if anyone knew the Fairy Boy who 
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worked at the Peter Pan ride. I knew our family would probably go to the parks a few times this 

summer, so I printed out a few extra copies to hand out and entered my contact information on 

the back.  But I needed to do a fantastic job on my first case.  I thought about how Claire would 

tell everyone how I found her biological father after thirty years.  There would be pictures on all 

the social media sites with me standing next to them.  Amazing Girl detective finds long-lost 

father.  I could already see all the new cases that I’d get. 

My parents valued two things; information and money.  If I solved this case, then I knew 

I’d be on the way to earning a nice income.  Don’t get me wrong, my parents are what they say 

to others as “comfortable,” so I didn’t need money, but I wanted it. I had the desire to have 

value. My parents measured everyone and everything by price.  That had to be the reason why 

they worked such long hours and left me home alone with a future serial killer. 

As far as information, my parents liked to be the first to know stuff.  Almost everything 

had to be their idea.  But how do I get my mom to take me to the Magic Kingdom tomorrow? As I 

continued to search the Disney fan social media sites and occasionally stopped to answer some 

questions like, “can we bring food into the park?” and “how much does it cost for a private 

tour?” I saw it.  It was another question that I knew the answer to, “how old to you have to be to 

enter the parks without an adult?”   That’s easy, I thought; it changed from fifteen to fourteen a 

few years ago, I typed.  Oh my gosh, that was it!  How could I forget that Winston was a year 

older than me?  For one month, we were the same age and got all those stupid questions like, 

“are you two twins?” and others that were really, really stupid, like, “are you identical twins?”  

I created an email to myself that looked like it came from a Disney Fan site.  It 

announced that Disney now allowed kids fourteen and older into the parks without an adult.  

This was actually very old news, but I forwarded it to my mom to see if she would take the bait. 
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She was usually too busy to read more, and up until now, I don’t think dropping us off at Disney 

was in her toolkit and things to handle babysitting chores.  That was an odd term.  They used to 

constantly say, “we have to stay home and babysit the kids.”  First, you don’t babysit your own 

kids, and second, I thought we were a convenient excuse for two introverted people that would 

prefer to be sitting in front of a computer screen.   

I had thought long and hard before sending that email.  I could wait for the weekend and 

beg my parents to take just me to Disney World, but they could easily come up with a work-

related excuse.  Going alone to the Magic Kingdom with Winston was a huge risk.  There are 

hundreds of mechanical rides and bodies of water that Winston could use to execute my murder, 

but I wanted to solve this case for Claire.  I sent the email.  That is one of the few things about 

having parents in IT.  They constantly check their email. 

 I looked at the time and wondered if Winston had left yet for football practice. It was 

extremely hot in Florida during the summer, and hard to get kids to get up early, so they set 

practice close to sunset. That meant the family room would be free for me to watch my favorite 

show on the big TV while my parental units made dinner and did all the other things that 

appeared to be important to keep a household running. 

 I slowly walked down the stairs and froze at the bottom. Winston was still home and 

standing close to the garage door. He glared at me. 

 “You did this,” he accused me.  

I smiled. Big mistake, I thought. 

“Could you be more specific? I do a lot of things around here. I run the dishwasher, wash 

and fold the towels, and vacuum the upstairs. What do you do other than eat, fart, and watch 

TV?”  



 

31 

 

Snap! I thought as I took two steps back. 

“You screwed up the garage opener,” Winston shouted as he started towards me, but my 

mom caught him off at the pass. 

“Here’s the snack I made for you, Sweetie. That should hold you off until dinner,” she 

said as she opened the garage and took one step in for Winston. He seemed so relieved to have a 

decoy for the attack cats, and food made him forget about me. In the meantime, my dad joined 

the fray and put a hand on Winston’s shoulder. 

“Remember what I said about drinking lots of water and putting on more sunscreen,” my 

dad said. “Even at sunset, you can get a burn.” 

Neither one of my parental units acknowledged me as I slipped into the family room and 

clicked on the TV. I knew Winston was a quart low in empathy, wit, and remembering to put the 

toilet seat back down. But Mom and Dad still adored him. 

But what about me? I thought. I had started notes of all my own weaknesses in my lab 

book, but high on the list would be my inability to predict Winston’s anger and understand why 

I’m not loved. 

My parents were not monsters. They did toss a tiny bit of affection my way occasionally, 

but not even close to the buckets of love and admiration they dumped on Winston’s head each 

day. And they left me unsupervised with a future serial killer. I could hear Keith Morrison from 

Dateline asking them years later, “What made you think it was safe to leave your precocious 

daughter home alone with her dangerous older brother?”  

Dateline has had numerous hosts, but my favorite was Keith. He’s Canadian, which was 

all I needed to say about him. Everyone knew that Canadians were the nicest people on earth. I 
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think that if a tornado were to reach Canada and destroy one of their homes, the nighttime news 

interview would be much different than the sensational ones in the US.  

While being interviewed, the Canadians would keep glancing at their destroyed house 

and say instead, “Yeaaaaah, we’re going to have to clean that up in the morning. Mustn’t leave 

such a mess for the neighbors to see.” Then they would take another bite of the free Tim Horton 

donuts left by the Red Cross.  

Most parents wouldn’t let kids my age watch Dateline, but my folks were different.  I 

don’t think, with their short attention span, that they were aware of what we watched on TV.  My 

dad said that I was born an “old soul” and would make jokes lately like, “Wilma is thirteen going 

on thirty.”  I winced at the stupid cliché.  

 Since I knew I would probably be murdered by Winston way before I reached thirty, I 

liked to stay a step ahead of him. I was into the sleuthing of murder mysteries. I convinced my 

parents to let me stream old reruns of Dateline and listen to the Podcasts to hone my 

investigative skills, even though some would say that it was not age-appropriate content. I timed 

myself and usually figured out who killed the person in the first ten minutes. I thought of it as job 

training. I had brought down my backpack to work on it while I watched. 

Along with Jared’s list of essential tools in my backpack to help me through backyard 

gates, into tool sheds, and the occasional minor break-in, I also had plenty of snacks and a couple 

of Air Tags that I bought on eBay. I could place one of these on anyone and then track their 

movement. I’ve been testing them on Winston. I had recorded three times this month when 

Winston did not go to football practice as he said but instead was five feet away from the address 

of his loser friend Clive’s house. Today was one of those days. I might be able to use that 

information.  
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I’m not some helpless victim, but I find with Winston that it was best to gather more 

ammunition and, of course, wait until he cools down from whatever I did to make his head 

explode. My backpack played a vital role because I had enough water in there to stay in the 

closet for a month. You can last a month without food, but without water, only three days. My 

folks were pretty good about remembering to make sure each closet had a good supply of 

hurricane water for Florida’s biggest threat, but they were techies and not known for their other 

survival skills. 

My online detective instructor, Jared Bass, taught us to have a toolkit ready at all times 

because the key to success was to move away from the computer screen and into the real world, 

where you get the big exciting cases. 

But as I looked through my backpack, I didn’t have anything to help me find Claire’s 

dad.  

“Set the table for dinner,” my mom said as she passed by the family room. 

Hey, she noticed me, I thought. 

“Winston will be home any minute,” she added. 

I glanced down at the app on my cell phone, and she was right.  

How did she know that? I wondered. Then I remembered that Winston was never late for 

dinner. He was a human garage disposal. 

I quickly ran upstairs and put my backpack into the closet, and returned to set the table 

just as Winston opened the garage door to the family room. 

“Something stinks in the garage,” Winston declared. He hated those cats and thought the 

kitty litter needed daily changing. 
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“You’re going to need to be more specific since you’re still standing in the garage,” I 

said.  

As he headed towards me, I was saved by a shout from the kitchen, “Dinner!” 

He passed me on the way to the kitchen, and I noticed that he smelled more like grass 

than sweat, and I didn’t mean the type of grass that you played football on. 

No wonder he was at Clive’s house and right on time for dinner, I thought.  

Where was my lab book when I needed it? I made a mental note to start tracking his visits 

to Clive’s house with appetite and weight gain for Winston. 

But this information about Winston skipping football practice and possibly smoking 

weed could be useful. 

How can I use this hint to my advantage? I wondered. Was there a way to find out for 

sure if that was what he was doing and then avoid some “third strikes” with blackmail?  
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We’re Going to Disney World 

 

 That night at dinner, the conversation focused on Winston’s football practice. I noticed 

how much more he blinked his eyes when he lied than when he was merely thinking of an 

answer to a question. According to lesson five from my detective training, rapid eye blinking 

was one of the most common signs of lying due to the stress it puts on the brain. Winston had 

that big brain but little control over operating it. 

“I have a surprise for you,” my mom said. I couldn’t tell if she was looking at Winston or 

me when she said it, but Winston knew that all good things were for him. 

“What?” Winston asked. 

“Now that you’re fourteen, you two can spend a few days a week at Disney instead of 

stuck here all day,” my dad said and stole the surprise announcement from my mom. She shot 

my dad one of those looks. 

“I have a job close to the Disney TTC, so I’ll drop you off there on my way tomorrow,” 

my mom said as she took back the conversational lead.   

 Magic Kingdom, yeah! I thought. Although I liked Disney’s Animal Kingdom Park 

better because I could spend days studying the animals, I would be able to work on Claire’s case 

– and tomorrow! 

“I want to bring someone,” Winston said. 

All I could think was, Not Clive; please don’t let it be Clive. 

My parents were deep into a private discussion about the extra kid. I didn’t complicate 

the deliberating since nobody I knew from my class was a Disney annual passholders. It takes a 

small fortune to afford a daily full-priced Disney ticket.  
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In Orlando, there are some pro-Disney people and some anti-Disney people. Fortunately, 

Amaya’s family had been passholders, and I normally invited her on our family trips. Her folks 

would do the same. I made a mental note to add this to my list of shopping features for a new 

bestie in the fall at my new school. All the local elementary and middle schools in our area 

would be tossed into the human blender they call high school. That meant almost a thousand kids 

to filter through to find someone perfect and a passholder. It was also a “do-over” opportunity to 

reinvent myself. 

My attention shot back to the debate about Winston bringing a friend. Before I could 

open my mouth to protest, my dad had explained that he was okay with Winston bringing a 

friend, but the kid had to be over fourteen.  

They asked Winston who he wanted to bring. There was the look again. Winston made it 

look like every brain cell was flooding his eyes, causing him to blink faster and faster. I had 

already figured out that Clive was fifteen or sixteen due to a late entry into first grade, but I was 

sure he had also flunked at least a few grades.  

But while Winston continued blinking as his huge brain went through his massive stable 

of friends, my parents took that moment to take a few more bites of food. They didn’t even 

notice my disappointment at not getting to go to the Animal Kingdom and not getting to bring 

someone. 

“Clive!” Winston shouted like he was playing Bingo. The wheel had stopped spinning, 

and Winston had settled on which friend to bring. I had already finished dinner by that time and 

started clearing the table so that I had plenty of time that night to worry about Clive. 

I was at an age when I was supposed to start being interested in boys, but I’d hardly call 

Clive a boy or even human. Since I studied animal behavior, I liked to figure out which one 
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Clive resembled when we’d visit my favorite park, Disney’s Animal Kingdom. Clive was a cross 

between a giraffe and a rhinoceros. He had a huge nose, like a rhino’s.  

I didn’t say anything because I have a huge nose too, but it was balanced by my huge 

Dumbo-like ears. Clive's nose was instead balanced by his long neck and Ichabod Crane-type of 

body. This made Winston look short and fat with a big head like the real Winston Churchill. 

Winny didn’t like it when I pointed that out.  

Clive had the smallest head I’d ever seen perched on that long neck, like some kind of 

ostrich, and the size of his skull was in direct proportion to his brain. Winston had his football 

friends, who were okay because they merely grunted and ate and left me alone. Clive was not a 

football player. He was a wanna-be standup comic. With a childhood buddy like Winston to 

protect Clive, everyone was open season for Clive’s mockery. 

When I was around, I was usually the subject of his ridicule. Instead of testing his new 

material on me, he tested it about me. “Wilma Wallaby … now that is a name that just screams 

….”  

Clive usually filled in the blank either with anything that I’m not: pretty, sexy, beautiful. 

Sometimes he tested out things that I was: nerdy, brainiac, and my favorite imaginative 

adjective, just plain ugly. 

I had spent my whole life learning how to defend myself from Winston’s physical abuse.  

The pain that Winston delivers goes away in a few hours, I thought. I felt the type of pain 

that Clive inflicted as a sinking sensation, and that night while I tried to go to sleep, it hurt even 

more in the dark.  
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Ferry Boy 

 

The next day, Mom dropped us off at the TTC, short for Disney’s Transportation and 

Ticket Center. The last thing Mom said was, “You three stick together and be right here at five 

p.m.”   

“Let’s take the ferry,” Winston said. I wanted to ride the monorail. Amaya emailed me 

long stories of how she walked a few blocks and then dropped down into the subway and popped 

up at a museum or a huge library in New York City. Once, she went by herself to the bottom of 

Manhattan to view the Statue of Liberty across the East River.   

Kids in Orlando got chauffeured around in the backseat of cars by their parents. All we 

ever saw was a bunch of palm trees and endless blankets of grass. We don’t even have hills.  The 

highest point in our state was a trash dump pile.  The monorail and PeopleMover were the closest 

things we had to mass public transportation.  There are a dozen Disney monorails, and they are 

named by their color, for example, Lime, Teal, or Coral.  Whenever we went to Epcot, that 

monorail line that connected to the TCC passed through the middle of Epcot, so I always 

stopped, looked up, and watched it go by, and I’d say, “there goes, Coral!”  For some reason, 

nobody in my family was impressed with my knowledge of all things Disney and didn’t like 

unplanned stops in our quest to get to the next attraction.  My family was always in a hurry to get 

somewhere so they could get back home.  Being in the moment for my folks was stopping to eat 

our lunch standing up instead of chomping on it as we dashed to another ride.  I’m shocked that I 

didn’t die of choking on a cheeseburger when I was little. 

We went to Disneyland last year after my parental units got a big tech job in LA.  Their 

monorail was amazing.  It stopped in Tomorrowland, right inside the theme park!  The one at 
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Tokyo Disney was a part of their rail system and even charged a fare.  But ours was the biggest 

and the best, with three lines compared to only one line for Tokyo and Disneyland, plus we now 

had the Disney Skyliner gondola system.  Sadly, that was technically out of the parks, so I won’t 

be able to ride on that during my new supervised trips to Disney World with Winston in the 

future.   

Although I was disappointed about the monorail, I realized that it could be worse. At 

least the ferry was better than the bus, as I thought of that old saying about feeling like you had 

been hit by a bus. I saw no need to give Winston an opportunity to push me in front of one of 

those killing machines. 

Looking at the ferry, I realized it could be even worse than the bus. They could toss me 

overboard.  

Was I going to drown this morning? I wondered. I was a good swimmer if I’m conscious.  

As I followed them towards the boat landing, I remembered a little-known fact. Most of 

the Seven Seas Lagoon that separates the TTC from the Magic Kingdom was shallow enough to 

stand up. But was that an adult or a half-sized version like me? Of course, there are the alligators 

and Clive. When we reached the holding area, I moved over to the wall and kept at the required 

“little sister” distance.  

Clive looked over at me.  Then he came over next to me as I looked anxiously for the 

next ferry.  “My best friend has a little sister, Wilma Wallaby. Now that is a name that screams, 

she’s so ugly that her face looks like someone threw up on it,” Clive said as he leaned in close.  

Push it out, I thought as I took a deep breath. Winston figured out that Clive had moved 

over next to me and joined us, giving each a little shove. 



 

40 

 

That helps, I realized as I rolled my shoulders and flexed my legs. Clive made me wish I 

had taken Krav Maga instead of Judo last summer. After we lost our elderly babysitter and my 

mom decided that we were old enough to be left home alone all day, they used the Lake Nona 

YMCA.  

Mom pored over the various classes and times and completely filled our days with things 

like swimming and tennis lessons. My brother would ignore everything Mom signed him up for 

and instead would shoot baskets with any of his football friends that also hung around the 

YMCA. When we were younger, she’d put us in little kid summer camps, but we were at an age 

where that type of organized herding wasn’t our thing. 

Last summer, I searched and searched for Krav Maga classes. I realized that self-defense 

was possible, even at my size. Judo was good for fending off an attacker to enable you to get 

away, but Krav Maga could do some damage. In fact, the name Krav Maga means “contact 

combat.” To supplement my Judo training, I had been watching Krav Maga on YouTube and 

TikTok. There was one particular groin kick that I could execute with such precision on a target 

the size of a quarter. But I was working towards a higher goal. I had been taking cantaloupes into 

the yard and placing them on the retaining wall, and so far, I was close to beheading Clive 

“Ichabod Crane.”  

I started visualizing the layout of the ferry and how I could best defend myself against an 

attack. I could take out both Winston and Clive with a few well-placed kicks, I reasoned. 

As the ferry started loading, my brother and Clive walked ahead of me onto the ship and 

took a position along the railing while I looked for a place on a bench that held the life 

preservers. Since those seats were probably filled to the brim with the tools to keep short people 
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like me afloat in twelve feet of water before they could swim a hundred feet and stand up, I 

figured that Winston and Clive couldn’t stuff me in one.  

I looked around at the benches for the ideal seatmates, then I spotted them.  They were 

the typical retirees that flocked to Florida to sit in “God’s waiting room.”  The guy had some sort 

of military hat and sunglasses, and the grandma-type lady was lathering on sunscreen.  A little 

too late in life for that, I thought. She looked like a nicely sun-dried tomato.  I took my seat next 

to them. 

“Gonna be a hot one,” I said.  That was the standard remark when talking to old folks.  

They love discussing the weather.  As the lady started quoting humidity percentages, the chance 

for rain, and yesterday’s thunderstorm that caught them off guard, I kept an eye on Winston and 

Clive.   

“Are you alone?”  the nice lady asked. 

I shook my head no.  It was time to own up to my end of the conversation bargain.  I 

could talk to anyone about anything.  It was the gift of gab that I inherited from my Grandma 

Wallaby.  I guessed when you got stuck with a last name like that, whether through marriage or 

birth, you learn to always have something ready to change the subject. 

“I’m with them,” I said and pointed at Winston and Clive.  “The big guy is my brother, 

and he’s almost fifteen,” I added.  Okay, that was a little lie.  No need to tell them that he just 

turned fourteen.   

“I like your hat,” I said to the grandpa-like guy.  He quickly responded with his rank and 

service history.  Once that was spat out, it ended his conversation requirement, and his wife 

added a few details about the last reunion they attended for members of his Navy ship.   
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After the ferry pulled away, I looked again at Winston and Clive, and they were smiling. 

That was not a good sign. The lady noticed. 

“Your brother has a lovely smile,” she noticed. 

“Teenage boys never smile, and certainly not at each other,” I said and then realized I had 

said that out loud. It was time to flip the conversation back to the wife. 

“What are your plans for today?” I asked.  That worked.  The lady started talking about 

where they had dining reservations and how hard it had been to get them.  She talked about 

logging on to the app and getting up early to reserve them. Then she pulled out her phone to 

show me, and I nodded as I kept an eye on Winston and Clive. 

I started racking my brain for all the places where they could stuff me at the Magic 

Kingdom. Would I fit in one of the ice cream or popcorn carts? What about those treasure chests 

outside of Pirates of the Caribbean?  

I noticed a ferry worker moving from one end of the boat to the other to prepare for our 

arrival. He stopped and said hello to little kids and was nearing us.  As he approached, he said 

the standard, “Thank you for your service,” greeting to my grandpa-like guy and a respectful nod 

to the wife. 

 I thought I was past that cute “hello” age, so I looked at his uniform. He looked like a 

ship’s captain. 

Then it hit me. I wasn’t looking for someone who worked on the Peter Pan ride where 

there was a fairy, Tinker Bell.  

Fairy boy must mean Ferry boy! I thought. 

 I pulled out my camera and looked at the picture Claire had given me of her father. The 

uniforms looked the same. Her mother’s last words were Fairy Boy, but she must have meant 
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“Ferry Boy.” Claire’s father had worked on the ferry! Since the photo was over twenty-five years 

old, I had done some work to age him and scrolled to that picture.  

“Excuse me,” I said to him as he tried to move on. 

“Are you having a magical day?” he asked.  

I nodded and flipped the aged picture toward him. “Do you know this guy?” I asked as 

the ferry guy looked at my phone. 

He laughed. “Looks like Phil before he got fat like me.” He chuckled as he looked at the 

picture and then at me. “Is that your grandpa?”  

“Sort of,” I again leaked out a little lie. Since he was the grandpa of Jade and Jasper –

Claire’s two darling kids—and I’m hot on the case, then yes, he is sort of my grandpa, too. 

“Does he still work here? We all sort of lost touch.” Another burp of a lie escaped.  

All Claire knew was that her mother was in the Disney college program and had fallen 

for this guy. It didn’t work out, and she headed back to Illinois and raised Claire on her own. She 

always said that she left her heart in Orlando and eventually got tired of the cold winters and 

returned to Orlando. But she was a strong single mother who constantly reminded Claire that she 

didn’t need a father. A few years ago, after Claire got married and had Jade and Jasper, her 

mother moved in with Claire and Thomas after she got breast cancer and dementia. This picture 

was sort of a last-minute deathbed confession. She rasped out, “father is fairy boy,” smiled, and 

died. 

“Yeah, I get that. I haven’t seen my own grandkids for over five years. Phil likes to work 

the evening shift and doesn’t come on until three p.m. I leave at noon. Otherwise, I’d hunt him 

down for you.” 

“Phil …?” I primed him. 
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“Sorry, kid, we can only use first names at Disney, but ask around this afternoon because 

there is only one Phil that I know of in boat transportation,” the ferry captain said. 

The horn blasted our arrival, and my source had to get back to his job of making the one-

hundred-and-twenty-foot walk from one end of the boat to the other. I wondered what it would 

be like for Phil to find out he had a wonderful daughter like Claire and even twin grandkids.  

My attention went back to Winston and Clive. The two of them continued to smile and 

glance back at me. I knew a plot was brewing. When I joined them, Winston made an official 

statement. 

“We’ll take turns picking which rides we go on. I pick first, then Wilma, then Clive,” he 

announced. 

Could Winston actually be fair about this day? Maybe things were going to be okay. But 

then Winston dropped the bomb. 

“I pick the PeopleMover first,” he said. 

 Seriously? I thought. That was for old people and newbies to the Magic Kingdom. Then 

it dawned on me. I was going to be murdered on the safest ride in the Magic Kingdom. I had 

about thirty minutes to figure out how they were going to do it. 
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Last Meal 

Tomorrowland’s Transit Authority PeopleMover is not anybody’s first choice. When I’m 

exhausted, I might ride the PeopleMover, but I was trying to figure out what the two of them 

could do to me on that ride. The PeopleMover was a slow ride that started with a panoramic view 

of the Magic Kingdom, but at one point, it enters the total darkness of Space Mountain.  

 Why had Winston picked the PeopleMover as his first ride? I wondered. Then I 

remembered. One time, the PeopleMover broke down at that dark point, and they turned on the 

lights, and our family had to be walked out of the ride by cast members. We were so close to the 

Space Mountain cars zooming by that I thought if we stuck our arms out, they would be chopped 

off, and those guests would end up at the end of their ride with little hands flopping around their 

laps.  

Gross. So, if Winston and Clive decided to toss me out of the ride onto the rails of Space 

Mountain, I could easily end up looking like a slab of beef on a teppanyaki table at Benihana 

after the chef has told his jokes. 

After we got off the ferry, we went through the shorter passholder line for special people 

like us. Even our “lesser” weekday pass let us use that elite entrance. Then we headed toward the 

stores on the right of Main Street. Only tourists walk down the middle or along the sidewalks of 

this crowded yet epic avenue. Most want that classic castle shot or to merely soak up the magic.  

For those of us that grew up going to the parks, we avoided the summer crowds and the 

smell of suntan lotion and instead soaked up that fresh caramel-laced A/C. Yes, I believed that 

Disney put flavors into their A/C mix so that if guests are going to cool off, they will do that with 

a caramel apple in one hand and a big Coke in the other.  
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Shouldn’t I get a last meal since they were going to kill me soon? I thought. A high IQ 

and a huge appetite are the only two things that Winston and I have in common. I liked to eat. I 

was rather thin.  

My mom agreed with my dad that I had a high metabolism and couldn’t sit still. Instead 

of coming up with a more clinical reason, she liked to say, “Wilma, you must have ants in your 

pants.”  

Everyone else in the room thought that was funny.  I wanted to correct her and explain 

that it was because I spent most of my childhood running from Winston or stuffed in a closet 

without easy access to food. Another reason was that when I was younger, Winston ate my 

dinner when I wasn’t looking. Most of our fights lately started when I tried to make up for that 

by drinking his Dr. Pepper or eating the last protein bar.  

As we headed toward the first shop, we passed Tony's Town Square Restaurant. I loved 

the movie Lady and the Tramp, and that was the theme of my favorite chow-down place in the 

Magic Kingdom. I thought of their lightly breaded chicken breast with provolone and Tony's 

secret marinara sauce over a side of spaghetti. Spaghetti as a side? Chicken Parmigiana was one 

of my favorite dishes, and Tony’s had a special delightful combo of that with fettuccine alfredo 

and a beef-pork meatball.  

Only the Liberty House to the left offered a better candidate for my ideal last meal before 

I was murdered by Winston. The Patriot Platter. First, I’d get pumped up emotionally at the Hall 

of Presidents, a few steps away. Then as a true American and inspired by my forefathers, I’d 

finish the platter full of roasted turkey, Pennsylvania pot roast, and oven-roasted pork. This came 

with sides of stuffing, mashed potatoes, and macaroni & cheese. We had often eaten there on 
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Thanksgiving or Christmas, and it was one of the times when I remembered Winston being truly 

happy and full. 

The dreaded PeopleMover was one of the closest rides to the park entrance, and there was 

no line early in the morning because most of the people entering Tomorrowland headed over to 

Space Mountain or Buzz Lightyear's Space Ranger Spin.  

Why didn’t he pick Buzz if it was too soon after the hearty breakfast mom made for us to 

go on one of the coaster rides? I wondered. That ride was actually a shoot-em-up game. You 

fired lasers from a plastic cannon to defeat Zurg. On the Internet, there were tips on how to beat 

the other players. In the first room, there is a large orange robot on the left. The web chats said if 

you hit the inside of Zurg’s left hand, you’d score one hundred thousand extra points per hit.  

Once I hit it three times and scored higher than Winston. Big mistake, and I never did 

that again because the rest of the day, during our quality family time at the Magic Kingdom, I 

had to stay six feet away from Winston to avoid getting hit every time Mom and Dad looked 

away. On Tom Sawyer’s Island, my folks liked to play hide-and-seek. They would hide, and 

Winston and I tried to see who could find them first.  

On the day of the orange robot high score mistake, Winston pulled me into Injun Joe’s 

Cave, slammed my head against the rock, and threatened me that if I came out before he found 

Mom and Dad first, he’d slam me harder. Thankfully Disney had gotten politically correct and 

painted over that Injun Joe’s Cave sign since that must have been what bothered Winston that 

day. It couldn’t be something as trivial as beating him at Buzz. I looked at that ride as we passed 

it on the way to the PeopleMover. 

I didn’t get my last meal! I wanted to scream as the PeopleMover came into sight. As we 

started up the escalator, Clive and Winston stepped aside.  



 

48 

 

“You first,” they said in unison, and then they smiled at each other again. 

 That made the hair stand up all over my body, which was hard in the Florida humidity. 

According to Jared, the worst place you could be during surveillance was in front of your 

subject. You can’t see when they have pulled out a gun or merely ducked into a storefront.  

But I complied and headed up the moving ramp. When we reached the top and snaked 

through the small holding area, I held up three fingers, the international theme park sign for a 

party of three. Then I spotted it. A video camera. 

I’m not going to die on this ride, I realized. 

I remembered the time we had to walk off the ride. After the lights came on, Winston 

didn’t get out of our PeopleMover car. A voice came on and said, “Please follow your party 

down the stairs to your left.” The whole ride was under surveillance – as was all of Disney 

World. 

Disney World was the worst place to try and murder someone; I reasoned and realized 

that I wasn’t going to be murdered on the PeopleMover. Even if they did try to throw me from 

the car, I could execute a few well-placed Krav Maga kicks. I merely needed to make sure they 

were both sitting across from me. 

I must get into the car first and face backward since nobody likes to ride that way, I 

thought. 

The cast member indicated an upcoming vehicle, and I quickly stepped onto the moving 

walkway and into the car and looked back at Winston and Clive. They had not moved forward 

and instead were looking at the ground. 
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“Clive lost his hat,” Winston explained as my car slowly advanced, and the door started 

closing. “We’ll meet you at the line for Space Mountain,” he added as they walked forward on 

the moving walkway and towards the down escalator.  

I thought it was odd since Clive didn’t have a hat on today. If they were going to pull this 

trick, at least they should have picked something more believable, like sunglasses, contact lenses, 

or a magic band. These two were not as good as me at plotting and planning. Winston’s high IQ 

didn’t make him bright. But that maneuver was a clever move on their part; I didn’t see that 

coming. 

I hadn’t been killed; I had been ditched. I realized. 

 I was alone on the PeopleMover, I thought as it pulled away. 
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Ditched 

 

It hurt to be ditched, but it shouldn’t have. By this time in my life, I had been ditched 

hundreds of times by Winston. You would think that I’d have skin thicker than an elephant, but I 

had to bite my lip to keep the tears from spilling out of my head.  

I thought about what Clive had said earlier about being ugly. I had always thought that 

having a great smile and being smart was enough, but he was right. I was ugly, had no friends, 

and was unloved. 

Seriously? I’m about to start high school, and I’m crying? There was no crying allowed 

in high school, according to Winston. Thankfully lip-biting fixed everything for me.  

I looked at the car in front of me. It was the typical tourist family of a mom, dad, and two 

little kids. The siblings sat next to each other and looked happy. The boy wasn’t pulling the little 

girl’s hair, and he definitely wasn’t hitting her in the arm or the back of her head whenever the 

parents looked around at all the wonders of Disney World.  

I decided to shake the hurt off and enjoy the view and luckily spotted Clive and Winston 

heading not towards Space Mountain but out of Tomorrowland. They would be so surprised 

when I found them again. I pulled up the Find Family and Friends app on my phone and clicked 

on Winston’s icon. Yup, he was crossing the main hub. They should have turned left onto Main 

Street if they were truly looking for Clive’s “lost” hat and retracing our steps to make their story 
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more believable. According to Jared, “If you’re going to tell a lie, make sure you back it up with 

a little truth.” 

Instead, they headed for the other mountains, Splash Mountain and Big Thunder. Yup, 

I’d been officially ditched, and they didn’t seem to care if I knew. 

After I got off the PeopleMover, I sat down in the shade at the Lunching Pad, which was 

a clever take on the term Launching Pad and a great place to get pretzels. I checked again, and 

they were closer to Splash Mountain, but I couldn’t be sure. I sent Winston a text. Couldn’t find 

you at Space Mountain after I got off; I’m going to Splash Mountain instead. I waited a few 

minutes, and the icon was on the move. They were heading instead towards the Pirates of the 

Caribbean.  

Snap that! I thought as the control over Winston, and Clive helped shake off the rest of 

the “wimpy little girl” thoughts. 

I looked around at the dozens of tables and noticed a teen girl in a red Lake Nona Band 

Rocks Disney t-shirt at the next table. She looked close to tears as she stared at the ground, 

where her warm stuffed pretzel filled with sweet cream cheese sat in a pool of water from 

Florida’s overnight summer thunderstorms. I really knew the Disney menus and was already 

mentally plotting my own mid-morning snack.  

“Did you lose something?” I asked. That was my opening line when I was establishing 

myself as the leading finder of pets in the neighborhood over the years.  

I thought that might be a good advertisement for my new detective agency. I had years of 

finding pets, and my first case for Claire was finding a lost father. 
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Pretzel Girl merely nodded as she pointed at the pretzel. It had definitely failed the three-

second rule after some ducks had taken a few bites. I moved into action and grabbed the napkins 

from her table. I scooped up the pretzel and then walked up to the service counter. 

“Do you offer a passholder discount? My friend dropped her pretzel, and I’d like to 

replace it for her,” I asked the cast member, who looked at me and then looked at the girl in the 

red t-shirt.  

Then we got pixie dusted. That was the term that Disney uses to describe acts of kindness 

cast members are authorized to make. Two warm, tasty pretzels appeared at the window, and the 

cast member said, “Yes, your discount is no charge.”  

I basked in the imaginary Tinker Bell glitter and took them back to Pretzel Girl’s table, 

and joined her.  

She immediately took a huge bite and started talking with her mouth full. “I was starving, 

and then this duck got in front of me. I fell and lost sight of my group,” she said as she pointed at 

her knees. They were a combination of dirt, blood, and some goop on them, which I hoped was 

leaked cream cheese from the pretzel and not duck poop.  

I went into action and opened my Mary Poppins detective toolkit backpack. I kept the 

first aid kit attached with Velcro to the top flap and flipped it open. During the next few 

moments, I worked on her knee. 

“Your group, I supposed they are dressed like you, and how many are there?” I asked, 

and she nodded and thought for a moment. 

“There are about twenty of them, Group B; I wanted to be in Group C where I know 

some of the kids…but when they counted off…” she replied, but I didn’t need the whole story 

and interrupted. 
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“Obviously, the chaperones in group B are not keeping track of the count and who is 

where. Otherwise, they would have backtracked here by now. Group C—you know some of 

them?” I confirmed, and she nodded. “In this Group C, are any of those kids you know possibly 

on your Friends and Family, Find a Phone or Contacts list?”  

She brightened up. “Megan, she plays the flute!” She dug her phone out of her front 

pocket and started texting. “Why didn’t I think of that?” she added. 

I looked at my handiwork, and her knees were clean, disinfected, and wouldn’t need a 

Band-Aid. She had finished her pretzel and looked longingly at mine. I split it in half and pushed 

it over to her feeding zone. She dove into it and continued the talking with the mouth full routine. 

“Megan just got off Space Mountain!”  

I looked up and realized that we were in the perfect area to spot their exit. They either 

had to go to the left of the Lunching Pad or right. Most humans go naturally to the right, with 

ninety percent being right-handed, but there was always that one lefty chaperone that could mess 

up my statistics. Like magic, I could see a mass of red coming our way. I pointed at them, and 

she jumped up. 

“How can I thank you?” Pretzel Girl asked as she put her phone back into her front 

pocket.  

I quickly dug into my backpack and found a self-addressed envelope. I kept a few of 

these always in my backpack.  Jared Bass taught us that in lesson seven of the online certification 

course that I took to be an official graduate of private eye-eye-eye (Institute of Internet 

Investigation.)  He told us about the time that he had recovered a key to a safety deposit box for a 

client, but somebody else wanted that key and jumped him at gunpoint.  He knew that person had 

been following him, but he paused at a mailbox and took a drink of water.  When the villain 
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looked away for a moment, he slipped the key into the envelope and mailed it to himself.  It was 

at this point in my lessons that I wondered if Jared had the same superpower of being able to tell 

white lies. 

 I slipped a small silver disc into the envelope and then handed it to her. “Could you mail 

this back to me when you get home?” I asked as she took it and put it into her back pocket. She 

nodded as she kept an eye on the red group coming toward us. I could have handed her a small 

bomb or live lizard, and she would have taken it at this point.  All she wanted was to be back 

with her friends. 

Like Winston, she had reached those teen years when they could only think of one thing 

at a time. She had violated a few of the “stranger danger” rules of not taking packages from 

someone you didn’t know and not knowing what was in the package. 

It must be the hormones, I guessed. I got out my small notepad and made a note to start 

some experiments about parallel thinking as kids get nearer their mid-teens. I knew various 

hormones started surging, and that might be the cause of a reduction in critical thinking abilities. 

“Bye, and thanks!” Pretzel Girl said with glee as she rushed towards her red group.  

As I continued to wait for Winston’s text, I texted him that I had gotten off Splash 

Mountain and I wanted to go on Pirates of the Caribbean. I finished my half of the second pixie-

dust pretzel and watched his icon move from what was probably a long line at the Pirates of the 

Caribbean towards the Jungle Cruise. I spent the next few minutes logging onto the setup screen 

for our cell phones and setting up the Air Tag of Pretzel girl. I decided that the best defense 

against whatever Winston and Clive might try next was a good offense. I might need a marching 

band later. 
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 I wanted to go on Space Mountain and then get something more to eat. The pretzel had 

merely primed the pump of my highly tuned food consumption machine of a body. I wondered 

what the latest delectable treat from Disney that goes best after screaming my head off was.  

 I leaned over to put my first aid kit back into my backpack, and a guy on a cell phone sat 

down at the table next to me, not realizing that my table was occupied. I peeked a tiny look at 

him and decided to do a little training as I noted his estimated height, clothes, and hair color and 

tried hard to hear what he was saying. 

“Space Mountain,” he said, and my ears perked up. I guess he was going to meet his 

party at the same place I was going next. 

“Cosmic Ray’s when it opens… sure,” he responded. Then there was a big pause, and his 

voice changed. It was lower in volume but filled with anger. 

“You’re the one that wants me to kill your brother,” he hissed as he hung up. 

I decided to stay hidden while he stormed off toward Space Mountain, but I wrote in my 

notebook above his description, Murder Guy. 



 

56 

 

Space Mountain 

I had lost sight of Murder Guy partly out of shock and the rest out of fear. Then I calmed down 

after I reasoned that I must have heard him wrong.  

Who would plot out a murder at Disney World – the Happiest Place on Earth? 

But I quickly headed to Space Mountain since that was my plan anyway. I needed to 

work on my tracking skills, and I tried to spot him in the crowd forming toward the building 

entrance.  Then, I spotted Murder Guy.  He was entering the building.  Should I really follow a 

guy who might be planning a murder? I wondered.  

Then I remembered that my goal today was to talk to the Ferry boy in the afternoon and 

practice my surveillance skills. Winston and Clive really didn’t give me much of a challenge. 

This guy was tougher.  He was of average height, and nothing stood out from my initial 

observation; no tattoos or distinguishing features like Clive’s huge head.  I didn’t even know if I 

could pick him out again in a line-up.  But I had bigger problems.  I was only thirteen and trying 

to get on this attraction without an adult.    

You must be forty-four inches to ride Space Mountain alone, and I came in at a 

comfortable fifty-five inches. I wasn’t sure if they also checked if you had a parent with you, so I 

waited for a family of three to get into the line. The boy looked right on the borderline and would 

take all the cast members' attention. As I expected, when we came to the gatekeepers, they 

measured the boy, and I slipped on by and joined the next group waiting.  

As the line snaked around, I stood on my tippy toes to try and spot my suspect again; then 

it came to me, Murder Guy must have gone into the single rider line. Only certain rides have 

single-rider lines, and this must be one of them. Rookie mistake, and I liked to think of myself as 
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a Disney expert. I took online classes at the Disney Institute last year and became certified. It 

was amazing what my parents would pay for during these boring summer months. 

  Oh well, I might as well enjoy the ride. Although it was one of the slowest of all the 

coasters at Disney World at twenty-eight miles per hour, I liked Space Mountain because of all 

the twists and turns. For a full three minutes, I wanted to scream my head off in the darkness. I 

had huge lungs and could really let it rip. 

Winston hated that. He said last week that kids going into high school could no longer 

scream. 

Add that to the no crying in high school, I had noted.  

I had found a spider in the bathtub while Winston was sleeping late and screamed. 

Winston came storming into the bathroom.  

“Who made that rule?” I had challenged him. Strike one, I remembered. He slammed me 

into the bathroom wall and then pushed me into the bathtub where I had seen the spider. 

Thankfully he got sucked down the drain when I reached up and turned on the water.  

The spider went down the drain, not Winston, I remembered with a smile, although the 

thought of flushing Winston down a dark drain had brought a nice image to my mind. 

Florida has a lot of things that make you scream: snakes, spiders, and bugs the size of a 

Twinkie. My dream was to live in Hawaii someday, where there are no snakes. There are also no 

RVs or billboards and no Winston. 

Winston made other rules too. When I was five, I had to stop calling my parents Momma 

and Daddy. The MeeMaw and PawPaw names for my grandparents had to stop too. My parents 

agreed with Winston. They preferred the shortest term for anything, although I thought saying 
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grandma and MeeMaw were about the same length.  But who was I to argue?  If I did, I’d end up 

calling them GP and GM. 

Programmers, I thought. That was the way it was living with parents like mine and a 

brother that made the rules.  

Why spend over twenty letters and ten syllables on an Electric Convenience Vehicle when 

you can say EVC? That was the rule in our house. And since specifics matter, you can’t just say 

scooter since it doesn’t narrow it down to a specific item. If I were to say, “Momma, that scooter 

is about to run over your foot,” she could mistakenly be looking for a Vespa. EVC was shorter 

and specific. In addition, Electric Convenience Vehicle would be way too hard for Winston’s 

huge brain and enormous mouth functions to coordinate.  

Hopefully, he won’t start calling Space Mountain SP because what would we call Splash 

Mountain? I wondered, SP-two?  I would have preferred to say the transportation center, but my 

family has to say TTC. I imagined that they would say, “Let’s rent an EVC for GM from the 

TTC.” 

The line only took twelve minutes instead of the forty posted outside, but I didn’t feel the 

need today to tell the cast member that pointed to my ride vehicle.  I wanted this ride to shake off 

the bad feelings that were riding along in my head. Along with being a slower thrill ride, Space 

Mountain also had some of the smallest drops, only thirty-nine feet, which would help my 

stomach remain attached to my throat and the pretzel to remain in the same zip code as my head. 

Disney couldn’t build it very tall because they didn’t want the massive building to overshadow 

the castle.  I had heard Disney had plans to remove the whole ride, but that probably wouldn’t 

happen until I was a famous detective. 
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 After I got off, I gave off a huge sigh. All the hurt and anger of being ditched was out of 

my system. I let myself cry a little bit on the ride. The screaming and crying really took a lot out 

of me, and I was exhausted and sat down again at the scene of the pretzel caper.   

I thought back to what Murder Guy said about killing someone’s brother. I couldn’t 

decide whether to go to Cosmic Ray’s.  I could see it off to my right.  It was almost opening time 

at Cosmic Ray’s, and Murder Guy was meeting the person who wanted him to kill a sibling. I 

couldn’t resist wanting to hear about someone plotting to murder a brother.  It might be research 

for my book or even more fun.  What if it was a Murder Mystery game. 

These sorts of immersion games were getting huge.  Universal had Escape Rooms.   Each 

room had challenges and adventures that were randomized so that there were fresh challenges on 

each attempt to escape with story-driven and customizable experiences based on the group size.  

One of the Universal experiences had guests playing the part of geneticists in a lab on Isla 

Nublar. During their training, an apex predator escaped containment. The guests had to figure 

out how to survive. 

In China, there are over 30,000 "immersive jubensha" where players dress in costume, 

and venue staff perform the roles of non-player characters. The games draw inspiration from an 

American adult craze of murder mystery evenings.  That must be it; it’s all part of a game, I 

thought. Now I was excited. 

What harm could come to me while a huge audio-animatronic green lizard played an 

Astro-organ? I wasn’t going to talk to him or go anywhere. Cosmic Ray’s was a large bright 

place to eat where kids could have a blast enjoying the stellar musical entertainment of Sonny 

Eclipse.  I’d go undercover as a hungry kid, grab a quick bite to eat, and listen to his next 
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conversation with the mystery person on the phone.  In addition, I needed a burger to get my 

machine back at full rev for some more tracking of Winston and Clive. 

A tiny part of me was worried.  I heard Keith Morrison from Dateline in my head, “then 

the unthinkable thing happened, the young girl followed the Murder Guy into a trap.” 

On one side of my head, the little fairies were screaming that I was hungry and in the 

safest place on earth. But on the other side, they reminded me that the death penalty for killing 

one person in Florida was the same as killing two people.  
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Murder Plot 

The hungry fairies won the argument.  It was a short walk from Space Mountain to 

Cosmic Ray’s, but I managed to do a mobile order while I walked. I made my order from the 

adult menu since you must be nine to get a kid’s meal, and I was pretty much laying low. There 

was no way that I wanted someone to ask where my authorized adult was or ask, “Are you all 

alone?” Spending a day with the little crying kids at lost and found wasn’t my idea of fun while I 

waited for Winston to come to claim me. 

Instead, while I waited for my mobile to be prepared, I started to mentally work on my 

story of why I was alone. As Jared Bass said in lesson three of my detective online certification 

course,) “Always have a plausible story to explain why you are rifling through your neighbor’s 

shed, such as, ‘I lost my dog, and I thought he ran in here.’” 

I practiced my excuse: I’m not here alone, I’m with my older brother, and he is in there. 

He’s having some stomach problems. Perfect line, I thought. First, there was always a restroom 

within pointing distance at Disney Parks. Nobody wanted to go into a men’s restroom to verify 

my story. Next, “stomach problems” could be almost anything, and most of them are something 

you don’t want to get near, especially teenage boy smells. Finally, I could hold up my phone and 

say, “I just got a text from him, and he’ll be out soon.”  

That would let the do-gooder off the hook, and they’d be able to politely say, “As long as 

you’re okay…” and wander away.  
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Then I spotted Murder Guy sitting alone. I quickly ducked behind a big guy also waiting 

for his mobile order, but then remembered that Murder Guy had never seen me.  

When I got the “ready” text from Disney, I picked up my flame-broiled one-third-pound 

Angus burger topped with bacon and American cheese on a brioche bun served with fries. I 

noticed a hidden spot behind the condiment bar and trash cans. 

It was before the lunchtime rush, and the place was practically empty. My hiding spot 

was two tables away from Murder Guy and out of the line of sight for either place at his table. 

He hadn’t ordered anything yet and kept looking towards the entrance. 

After slipping onto my chair, I texted Winston that I was heading towards the Jungle 

Cruise next and asked where to meet him. He didn’t respond as I watched his icon head back 

toward the hub. Probably going to Space Mountain. Smart move, I thought. Since I had already 

been in that part of the park, he thought it was safe to go back close to the scene of the crime. 

 As I started to take a bite of my burger, a young woman approached Murder Guy. I 

couldn’t see Murder Guy well enough to make any notes, but I could write a book about this 

woman.  First, she didn’t look like she was dressed to kill.  Instead of all black, she was a garden 

of colors.  Her hair was piled high with tiny delicate flowers scattered throughout.  Her dress 

looked like it was spattered by Pollock on one of his happier and sober days.  Aqua was the 

primary color, and it matched eyes that looked like a perfect snorkeling beach.  In fact, they were 

so lively that I could almost see clownfish swimming around in them.   

She paused and scanned the room. I slid lower in my chair and moved my tray to the left 

to be better hidden.  Then I saw her shoes.  That vision of feminine frilliness was capped off with 

Nikes.  This was a woman that believed we should ‘Just Do It.’ 
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  She sat down, and I chomped very quietly since I could hear them whisper, and they 

would probably hear me making my animal-feeding noises if I was any louder.  

  “I told you that we shouldn’t be seen together if we’re going to do this, Jessica,” 

Murder Guy said. I pulled out my notebook and wrote Jessica on the page next to Murder Guy. 

 “You’re going to do this, you mean?” Jessica’s tone didn’t sound like a question, but he 

nodded anyway.  

I slid my cell phone slightly to the right and propped it up on my Coke cup. I was 

tempted to press the record button. According to Jared Bass in lesson six, you could legally do 

this if the recording was for personal use. You didn’t need to obtain consent or let the other 

person know. But things change if recordings are later shared without the consent of the 

participants, like with the police or during a trial.  

Florida law was tougher and considered an All-Party Consent State. This meant you 

couldn’t record conversations unless every single person in that conversation had given consent. 

I decided not to record for now, but it gave me a chance to study my subjects without turning 

around. If things got interesting, I could easily hit the record button.  

 Jessica handed him a small Ziploc bag with some light blue crystals. “Listen, Peter—this 

was your idea, not mine.” 

 Peter, I thought as I crossed out Murder Guy and replaced it with a real name. 

“Saying you want to kill someone and actually doing it are two different things,” Peter 

said in defense. “Justin knew how much I loved Heather, and your dad was cruel to give the bulk 

of the trust to your brother instead of you.” 
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His head dropped. “Sorry about your dad…didn’t mean to speak badly of the dead,” Peter 

added. 

“That is a big incentive for me to want Justin dead, but making an easy path for you to 

reclaim his grieving bride, Heather, is tough for me, considering.” 

Peter was confused. “Considering?” 

 “Considering you dumped me to be with Heather, and then she dumped you and is 

marrying my brother today.”  

Peter responded by bowing his head in shame. Jessica touched his chin. “Listen up. Justin 

is going to be hungover this morning. Here’s his room number,” Jessica said as she placed a 

piece of paper on the baggie with blue crystals. 

Poison! I thought. She wants this guy to poison her brother on his wedding day! I 

wondered what kind of person could be that cruel and what type of guy would be willing to do 

this for her. 

Peter picked up the note and put it in his pocket but not the poison. Jessica continued. “It 

is on the fifth floor. Buy a Virgin Bloody Mary at the nearby pool bar at two p.m. Get some ice 

and keep it cool in your room. Then, at a little before three, go to Justin’s room. Wait for the 

room service tray to arrive and dump these in the drink, and then get out.” She looked at her 

watch. “The pool bar opens at noon, so you’re good to go.”  

“What time is the wedding?” 

“There isn’t going to be a wedding, you idiot.” Jessica shook her head. “What did I ever 

see in you? It is scheduled for sunset, and I set up a wake-up call for two. I saw him after the 

bachelor’s party last night, and I could tell he'd be a mess this morning. I told him I’d order room 

service for him at three to get something into his stomach. When I order it, I’ll tell them to just 
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leave it outside the door because he’ll probably be in the shower. Put the poison into the drink 

you buy, and then place it on the room service table or tray,” Jessica instructed as she got up.  

“Why don’t you just order the Virgin Bloody Mary from room service?” Peter asked.  

Jessica got up and patted him on the head like a small child. “Deniability. I have the 

biggest motive to want him dead with all that money coming to me, so the fact that the Virgin 

Bloody Mary that killed him wasn’t on that room service order points the investigation away 

from me.”  

Jessica looked around, and I ducked down as if I were getting something out of my 

backpack on the floor. This move also hid the shocked and terrified look on my face. 

“And who would think that one of Justin’s oldest friends, whom he invited to the 

wedding against both my and Heather’s wishes, would do this?” Jessica added before she walked 

away. 

Peter stared at the bag of blue crystals and then put them in his polo shirt pocket. 

They were going to kill this guy in a few hours, and I didn’t hit record on my phone. Who 

was going to believe me?  

I realized that this was no game.  The first clue was that there hadn’t been a murder to 

solve - yet.  Next, it wasn’t an escape room challenge; we were all out in the open.  This was real 

and happening today.  

I needed to think quick because Peter got up and headed towards the door. 

Do I follow him?  
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The Hat for the Crime 

I had decided not to decide. According to Jared, Even making no decision was still an 

action. I picked the easy route, and I would think about it all later. I was merely doing my 

training for surveillance. No stranger danger.   

I could pick anyone to practice on, and I chose Peter, the Murder Guy, I reasoned. No 

harm in doing that. Plus, there was a chance that Peter wouldn’t go through with it all. I still 

hadn’t gotten a good look at him.  In a line-up, I’d have to ask for them to all turn around and 

walk away from me.  I had seen him from the side, but only enough to see him slip the poison 

into his pocket. That was another clue that they were not playing a Murder Mystery game.  I had 

forgotten to write down the polo shirt with a pocket.  From this view, I would describe Peter’s 

attire as business casual.  He was wearing the uniform of the attendees at the many IT 

conventions that my parents dragged us to over the years.  He was wearing tan khaki pants and a 

pink shirt.  Yes, I knew that it was probably sold as coral or salmon, but it looked like pink had 

the winning hand in the color blending game at the factory. 

For someone who was supposed to be at a pool bar by two p.m., Peter was walking 

slowly, and that made it easy for me to follow.  I realized another thing about Peter.  He had a 

gait that was upright and stiff.  Peter looked like he had spent his high school years as the drum 

major in the band.   

 His first stop was the Emporium, which faced Town Square and was the first and last 

shop of the Magic Kingdom. It could get crowded right after the park opens and at night after the 

fireworks, but at this time of day, I had to keep sliding behind shelves to stay out of his line of 

sight. Of course, thirteen-year-olds are rather invisible, especially plain-looking ones like me. 

Sure, I knew other girls that had blossomed during their internment in middle school. You could 
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stick a fork in those turkeys and know that their pop-up buttons had shot across the room – they 

were that “done.”  On the other hand, I didn’t think I looked a day over ten.   

But you never know when you’re following a pedophile, I thought. According to Keith 

from Dateline, they can be anywhere. I was probably too young to know that term, but I had a 

thirteen-year-old body and a twenty-year-old brain from watching too many true crime TV 

shows. Peter had glanced in my direction a few times and skimmed right over my height level. A 

true pedophile looks down at kid level for their prey. Peter looked at adults that passed by and 

stopped at a wall full of hats.  Then he turned around.  How did I miss that? I wondered. 

His eyebrows were like two furry caterpillars.  If he had fallen asleep at a slumber party, 

we’d probably braid them.  Even from the side, I should have spotted that feature, especially in 

proportion to his squinty eyes and tiny nose and mouth.  Suddenly, all those years of hating my 

big nose, ears, and mouth washed over me.  This guy looked odd with those delicate features and 

the eyebrows of a crusty old bartender. 

According to Jared Bass in lesson two of online certification from the Institute of Internet 

Investigation, “When you are following a subject, look around and see what normal people are 

doing in your environment. If they are picking flowers, then pick flowers. If they are eating, then 

get some food. Blend in.” 

I looked around like I was shopping with the twenty dollars my folks often gave us to 

spend right before we left for the day. I loved this shop. The cast members were dressed in turn-

of-the-century clothing, which takes you right back to the early 1800s. Woolen clothes to wear in 

hot and humid Florida summer, but in theme. The counters looked like a typical general store of 

that era. It has every imaginable type of merchandise—Disney characters on t-shirts, pens, 

cookies, and even Disney salt and pepper shakers that are replicas of Main Street trash cans.  
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Maybe Mom would like those for Christmas, I thought as I looked at the price. Ouch! This 

new detective business better work out. 

I watched him try on a Disney hat. A good way to foil hotel security cameras, I thought. 

The only problem was that he had now tried on over a dozen different kinds. Is Pluto or Winnie 

the Pooh a better disguise than Mickey or Belle? What he really should have looked for was a 

Darth Vader hat to be on the theme of evil. 

Although the wall was filled with various selections, it was the display next to it that 

caught my eye.  I spotted a new sparkling gold Mickey Ears headband that I hadn’t seen.  I had 

been collecting them since I was little. Mickey Mouse ears have become a fashion fixture at 

Disney parks around the world since they were first unveiled on the Mickey Mouse Club TV 

show in the 1950s.   

The ears were inspired by the 1929 short The Karnival Kid, featuring a scene where 

Mickey tipped his ears to Minnie.  The first sets of ears featured a cap made of felt adorned with 

two large plastic ears on top of it, which mimicked Mickey Mouse’s signature ears. It was a 

simple design intended to stick on the circular crown of the head. However, because the initial 

design was made for adults when a smaller in size version of the hat was created for children, an 

elastic band was attached to secure it in place on a child’s head. A baby version of the hat was 

created later.  I wish they still made all the different styles, the hat style, instead of the headband.  

That “new” version of the ears was introduced way before I was born in the 1980s, and there are 

now over 100 styles to choose from.  It is one of the best-selling souvenirs of Disney. 

I used them, along with other Disney stuff, to decorate my room. It was an age-safe 

décor.  If I had a room decorated in Hello Kitty or adorned with posters of some boy band, I’d 
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have to redecorate now that I’m a teen.  There were people that decorated in Disney even when 

they moved into an old folk’s home. It was ageless. 

Another reason that I put my Mickey Ears on the wall instead of wearing them is that I 

had a rather large head for my small body, so the children’s size was not comfortable, and the 

adult size didn’t fit yet, but I collected them anyway.  At thirteen, I’m stuck in the middle, I 

thought. Too big to be a kid anymore and not displayed to the world in adult-size packaging. 

Then Peter did something odd. After he tried on a Mickey and Friends baseball hat, he 

put on his sunglasses and took them off. Was he really trying to see which one went the best with 

his sunglasses?  Then I realized that was why I missed the emerging butterfly eyebrows.  I made 

a mental note to always follow a suspect indoors to see their eyes. 

 For a moment, I thought he caught me in the mirror looking at him, but I quickly picked 

up a t-shirt and struggled to try it on over my clothes and backpack. Like Jared says, “If they are 

trying stuff on, you try stuff on.” Now I looked like a very dorky thirteen-year-old. Perfect 

disguise. I then started reading the price and washing instructions tag on another shirt. This gave 

me time to think.  

Should I tell someone about Peter? 

No, I can’t go to security. I’m a kid without adult supervision, and I’d be taken to the lost 

and found center and left there until my very angry mother or brother showed up. Disney has 

more rules than Winston. 

Thinking of the monster, I checked on Winston as Peter continued his best hat contest. 

Winston was in the line for the Seven Dwarfs. Even though my mind was consumed with my 

murder dilemma, I shot off a quick text that I was headed to ride the Seven Dwarves ride.  
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I got a FOMO sinking feeling in my stomach. I loved everything about the Mine ride. 

The speed was faster than Space Mountain, at thirty-four miles per hour, but still considered a 

slower ride compared to Expedition Everest, Test Track, and Rock ‘n’ Roller Coaster—all of 

which hit over fifty miles per hour. But like Space Mountain, Slinky Dog, and Big Thunder 

Mountain, the twists and turns are a blast. The minecarts are unique. They are designed so that 

each individual cart sways from side to side. It was a little shorter of a ride than Space Mountain 

by ten seconds, but it’s hard to tell since there was so much to see, including all the glistening 

gems.  

The Disney app showed that the wait time was extremely long, and I was a little sad 

when I saw his little icon move toward Space Mountain.  

No, scratch that, I thought. I wasn’t sad at all. He’d ditched me and made no effort to find 

me again.  

What if I was still crying and going around and around on the PeopleMover? 

Jared Bass says that revenge has no place in the career of an online certified investigator. 

Shake it off, I thought. 

My only objective was to stick to this case and find the answers to stop a murder. I 

dumped the t-shirt I had been holding as I saw Peter pay for his hat and got the clerk to remove 

the tags. After he put it on, I stayed a comfortable distance from him as he left the shop and 

headed towards the train tunnel and exit of the park. 

I looked longingly at the bathrooms next to Guest Services as I passed them, realizing 

that it had been a long time since a potty break.  I liked to name all the potty places in the parks. I 

called this one the Guest Potty.  I had already passed the Baby Potty that was next to the Baby 

Care Center.  At Epcot, my favorite was called Sky Potty, which was under the new Skyliner.  At 
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Disney’s Animal Kingdom, I used the Penguin Potty.  There are no penguins at this park, but by 

the bathroom right before Starbucks was an ice cream cart with cute penguins on the front; thus, 

the name Penguin Potty.  At Hollywood Studios, it was the Beast Potty that was right before the 

theater for the live Beauty and the Beast show.  

I kept my eye on Peter. He was about to exit the park, and the next few steps were 

important, so he had no time to slip into the cool and clean Guest Potty. 

I hung back in the cool railroad tunnel shadows. From here, I could see whether he was 

headed towards the buses, ferry, or resort monorail, and then I could quickly join up with him. 

He turned to the right. It was the resort monorail.  

I was hot on the case!  

I hadn’t gotten a text back from Winston yet. I wondered if I should text him and tell him 

that I was going on the monorail to have lunch at one of the resorts. We had lunch over at the 

Contemporary, The Polynesian, and The Grand Floridian hotels all the time when we were with 

my folks.  

Bad idea, Winston would say no. But it was always easier with him to ask for forgiveness 

rather than permission, I thought. Plus, how would I get back into the park later? 

All these things raced around in my mind. I hoped I wasn’t blinking. I saw the monorail 

come around the corner and knew I needed to be on that with Peter. 

I almost leaped from my hiding place, but I was stuck. Was I caught on a rail or fixture? 

I wondered.  

Instinctively, I slipped out of my backpack and spun around. Winston was behind me 

with my backpack in one hand and his phone in the other. 
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He had figured out the Friends and Family app and had tracked me instead of going to 

Space Mountain, I realized. 

  “Seven Dwarves, my ass!” Winston shouted. 

 My first thought was to reply that there was no way that many dwarves could fit up his 

behind, but I was caught by Winston. His face was the same bright red as the monorail that 

pulled up and loaded passengers.  I knew that shade of red. This red made the other “red” on stop 

signs, and traffic lights appear pink by comparison.  This was the red of fire ants that stung us 

when we walked barefoot across a Florida lawn.  He was also swelling up like my toes did after a 

single bite.  His face looked like an army of ants had stung him. 

But Peter was getting away! I thought.  

For once, I wasn’t concerned with what Winston was going to do to me.   Peter was 

going to kill Justin, and I’d lost him.  
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Pixie Dust 

I stood for a long time at the front of the Magic Kingdom, staring at the big Exit sign. Of course, 

any confrontation with Winston wasn’t pleasant. Clive stood behind him, mocking Winston’s 

rant while I kept my eye on the prize, my backpack, and my freedom. I find in these 

circumstances that it’s best to let Winston’s anger run its course. He was already starting to get 

his pink piggy face back again. 

As the minutes and his rant continued, he eventually figured out that a bigger kid yelling 

at a smaller kid attracted the attention that no teen boy wanted, so it was a shorter version of his 

standard yelling and, of course, no “three strikes” when there were witnesses and an excess of 

security folks near the exit. 

Reminding Winston that he had ditched me wouldn’t help my case. Anytime I had 

proven that Winston was wrong in the past only increased his anger. Eventually, he defused his 

brain bomb from being tricked by his little sister, and he slowed down his speech. 

Winston finished by letting me know that he was on to me and that I better be where I 

said I was from now on.  He kept pointing at my neck, coming within inches of one of his 

favorite targets to strike. 

 I nodded to every single condition of my release. We’d meet back at the Swiss Family 

Treehouse at four-fifteen so that we could ride back together on the ferry to the TTC and Mom’s 

pickup at five. Until then, I could do whatever I wanted, but he and Clive would not let me tag 

along as my punishment.  

“I’m watching you,” Winston added as he held up his cell phone triumphantly. 

OMG? I thought. I didn’t seriously think he could find the app again, but I had a fix for 

that I had figured out while he was yelling.  
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Was I being punished? It had taken a few hours, but I realized that a day without being 

tormented or murdered by Winston and Clive wasn’t so bad.  

“And if you say one word about this to Mom or Dad, I’ll tell them that YOU ditched me, 

and Clive will back me up,” Winston added, and Clive smiled smugly.  Winston was very good 

at telling on me.  It started when we were about five and six. It is one of my first memories. My 

parents used to work mostly at home, and when they would go into their office to program on 

their computers, we could have set off fireworks in the family room, and they would not have 

noticed. I caught Winston in my folk’s bathroom going through my mom’s makeup drawer. He 

was using her stuff to draw pictures on the mirror.  I threatened to tell Mom, and he shot off like 

a lion after spotting a baby gazelle.  I should have known better as I climbed up on the counter 

and tried to clean up the mess.  The next thing I knew, my mom was yelling at me.  I told her it 

was Winston, and she didn’t believe me. “Why would he do this?” my mother challenged me.  I 

started crying and stuttering and ended up being sent to my room for the rest of the day with no 

lunch.   

I learned that when it comes to my mom, she usually believed the first person who got to 

her.  My dad was the opposite.  He heard both sides and, most times, ruled on the side of the last 

person he heard.  They were both that way with choices too.  If I asked them if I should make 

chocolate chip, peanut butter, or oatmeal cookies, my mom picked chocolate chip, and my dad 

picked oatmeal.  I thought it was this way because my mom was impatient and made decisions 

quickly. My dad would think about it, then it all reminded him of something else, and the last 

thing is what he could recall the easiest. Winston had me repeat the list a few times and then 

asked if I could make all three.       
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But all this thinking and yelling took Winston a bit of time as I watched the resort 

monorail leave with my murder suspect. I knew it went to three resorts: The Contemporary, The 

Polynesian, and The Grand Floridian. Each one hosted wedding events, but only The 

Contemporary and The Grand Floridian had fifth floors. But was the new DVC – Disney 

Vacation Club tower open at the Polynesian? It had a fifth floor.  

It was already close to one o’clock, and in an hour, Peter would buy the drink at the pool 

bar and then poison Justin at three. I then remembered a quote from Jared Bass of the Institute of 

Internet Investigators. “When your objective is too high, reach into your toolkit and find a bigger 

ladder.” 

After Winston finished his tirade and conditions, he finally handed me my backpack and 

was able to get in a good shove during the process. I didn’t expect that, and I fell.  I watched 

Winston and Clive head back to the main hub.  Immediately, a cast member pounced upon me.   

“Are you okay?” the kind face asked as she held out her hand.  I couldn’t tell her that the 

only thing bruised was something nobody could see.  I took the help and looked upwards and 

blinked fast to prevent a new river of tears.  Looking into her eager eyes, I wanted to tell her 

everything; I had lost Peter, and now he was going to murder someone if I didn’t find a way to 

stop it. 
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Justin and Heather 

The cast member helped me put my backpack on and asked if I needed more help. Then I 

remembered that Disney World is the happiest place on earth and the most helpful. I saw the 

Guest Relations sign and knew what I had to do.  Disney’s Guest Services was the “fix-it” place 

for everything. A Guest Relations Cast Member was the link between Disney and the hundreds 

of thousands of guests that visited each and every day. This was more than just your average 

customer service center. These cast members were well-trained and experienced in helping 

guests solve just about any problem they may face while visiting Walt Disney World.  

Stopping a murder? I wondered if that was in their FAQ list and CM training. Before I 

went to them for help, I needed to visit the bathroom for more reasons than one.   

Instead of telling the kind cast member my whole sad story as I dusted myself off, I asked 

instead for directions to the nearest bathroom. I didn’t need that information since I knew where 

every bathroom was in all the Disney Parks, but the quickest way to get someone to leave you 

alone is to ask for something they can easily provide for you, and then they will leave you alone.  

Most days, I wore shorts and a t-shirt, but I kept a simple white sundress in my backpack. 

In lesson eight, Jared instructed us that we needed at least three disguises, and I had four. First, I 

could put long hair in a baseball cap to be Pat. That was my gender-neutral, little kid disguise. 

Second, I could put my hair up with a little lipstick to be a teen-totty girl. I had bangs, so if I 

pulled them back in a sweatband and added a ponytail, I was a soccer-playing jock. I even had 

some freckles to dot on my face to reach that Rose Lavelle tough mid-fielder look.  

As I slipped in for a much-needed bathroom break, I switched into my fourth disguise. I 

removed my sun visor and put my hair into pigtails with pretty pink bows, and I now looked like 

an adorable doll-like toy, perfect for a wedding-bound guest. 
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Guest Services had a long line, and I kept looking at my phone. It was one-fifteen. I had 

made myself a deadline. If I couldn’t find Peter by two when he was going to buy the poison 

delivery device drink at the pool bar, I’d go to Disney security. They would know how to find 

out which resort Justin and Heather were getting married at and Justin’s room number. That 

would give them an hour to stop Justin from drinking it at three when room service arrived.  

The monorail would get me to the resort in fifteen to twenty minutes. It stopped first at 

The Contemporary, then the TTC, and on to The Polynesian, and lastly, The Grand Floridian. I 

really, really needed the wedding to be at the Contemporary. 

Finally, it was my turn at Guest Services, and I thought I looked like a darling little girl. I 

held up my Magic Band for a scan that told the person that I was an annual passholder and a real 

person. At Disney, you are basically the icon in the MyDisney Experience, not a flesh-and-blood 

human. The person smiled at me because it also showed that there were four members of our 

family group, and all had forked over thousands for the privilege of visiting the happiest place on 

earth all year round. 

“How can I help you today, Wilma?” the ever-smiling cast member asked. I looked at my 

phone nervously. 

 “My parents told my brother and me to meet them at the wedding at two, and we forgot 

where,” I asked. Getting changed into my new disguise had given me lots of time to mentally 

rehearse this line. Then I got more stupid, which adults expect of little girls with pink bows in 

their hair. 

 “The wedding is Justin and Heather, and we forgot their last name, and we have been 

trying to text our folks, but they must be in the car.” I carefully kept saying “we” and nodding to 

the crowd outside.  
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“Let me check on that for you,” the cast member said as she smiled and started clicking a 

lot of keys on her computer. The one thing I counted on was that Disney employees aren’t 

allowed to say, “I don’t know.” They will always try to find an answer. When they get what you 

wanted and sometimes, even more, they say we’ve been pixie dusted with the magic of Disney. 

That is what happened with the free pretzel. 

“Justin Mason and Heather Langstrom at five?” she asked. 

I nodded.  

How many Justin and Heathers could possibly be getting married at a nearby Disney 

resort at sunset today? I wondered, but it was no time for my quippy remarks. 

“That ceremony will take place in the lovely wedding pavilion at our Grand Floridian, 

which is also a Disney Vacation Club property. That is our special sunset package, so it is 

booked from five to six-thirty with a reception following in St. Augustine Salon B-D until nine,” 

she said as she reached under the counter for a map. Amazing how helpful they are when 

someone has probably spent a hundred grand to be married at one of the most sought-after 

wedding places in the world. 

Yes, as part of being a certified Disney expert, I learned the price of almost everything in 

the happiest place on earth. I was able to quote the price for getting a massage, a babysitter, or 

even a kid’s first haircut.  If you wanted your toddler dressed up as a princess or pirate, I was the 

person who could tell you where, when, and how to get that service.   

I heard her adding, “Do you need a map? Take the resort monorail or walkway …” as I 

turned and hurried out of Guest Services and towards the exit. I had learned which resort but still 

needed Justin’s room number.  No longer was the stranger danger wave washing over me.  I had 

broken things down into manageable pieces.  Find where the wedding was being held.  That 
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would be a big public place, and I’d be safe. Next, find out Justin’s room number, and I’d get 

there before Peter could poison him.  That little part was causing my cautious side of the fairies 

in my brain to work overtime.   

How would I find out Justin’s room number in time? I thought as I walked as fast as I 

could. No running in Disney World unless you were jogging on one of their many trails. I 

thought that the walkway to the Grand Floridian was officially a workout route, so I could make 

up time there. 

 At least I was no longer worried about leaving the park and getting in trouble for that, 

nor had I thought about how I would get back in.  The other life-threatening problems had 

pushed those little concerns under the water, sloshing around in my brain and keeping them from 

reaching the surface. 
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Tuxedo Boy 

The walkway from the Magic Kingdom to the Grand Floridian was added in 2021, and most 

guests either didn’t know that it existed or weren’t able to walk the seven-tenths of a mile in the 

hot Florida sun. The resort monorail takes at least fifteen to twenty minutes to reach the Grand 

Floridian, the last destination on the loop from the Magic Kingdom, and that can have delays, so 

I took the sure deal. I was born and raised in Florida, so it was a quick ten minutes for a tough 

alligator-fighting Floridian like me.  I converted my stiff power walk into a comfortable jog and 

made the journey in record time.   

As I sucked in the cool A/C and looked around the Grand Floridian Convention Center, it 

was time to get some help. A man’s life was at risk. I found the St. Augustine Salon B-D door, 

and there was the notice of Justin and Heather's Wedding displayed on the digital sign. 

I pulled on the door handle. It was locked. 

“Did you lose something?”  

“Huh?” I replied as I turned around and looked at a kid way too young to be a Disney 

employee. I examined him up and down. That is Jared’s first rule of being a detective. Notice 

everything. I had failed at this with Peter, and I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. 

This kid was about my age and about half a foot taller.  Even though I was underweight 

and short, I knew I’d be his size next year.  Between my weight lifting, self-defense training, and 

overeating, I’ll be a foot taller next year.  My grandpa told the story of when he was fourteen, he 

grew a full foot in a year by working out and eating a lot.  His nickname growing up was 

PeeWee because he was short like me as a kid.  But the name stuck, even after he towered over 

his siblings.   
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 I continued to scan this boy and made a mental note that he had reddish Ed Sheeran hair 

and lots of freckles. In Florida, that was normal for anyone who got a daily kiss from the sun. He 

had a dimple, but only on the right.  The right side was supposed to be lucky. I had dimples on 

both sides, which was more common. I already knew that I was a quart low in the luck 

department.  But he looked like he had been kissed by more than the sun gods. The handsome 

gods had sprinkled him with pixie dust, and something about him screamed entitled in life.  He 

was wearing a tuxedo and had a peach-colored rose boutonniere.  

Part of the wedding party, maybe? I thought.  Then I locked onto his eyes. 

“B…b…blue,” I replied with a stutter.  What was that all about?  I wondered. I could talk 

to anyone with massive quantities of useless detail and questions, and instead, I was trying to say 

the word blue?   

“Yup, it looks blue, but it is black.”  He said as he brushed some lint from his tuxedo and 

continued.   “I know what you’re thinking that putting a tux on a kid is like putting lipstick on a 

pig. Everyone knows that neither one of them is going to behave at a party.”  He laughed at 

himself.   

That got me. There was a delightful mix of authority, humor, and wit in this kid. He kept 

talking as I kept sizing him up. If I had enough time to be interested in boys, this one would 

certainly be considered cute. I looked at his lips for a moment, then quickly dismissed all that 

from my mind.  

I’m working here, I thought. I’m hot on a case and shouldn’t be thinking of kissing a boy. 

“I’m supposed to hang around, look for lost guests and send them towards the wedding 

pavilion at four. Up until then, I am supposed to be helpful,” he added. 
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“Justin and Heather?” I asked.  Okay, good.  The speaking part of my brain was back 

working again.  I was not really speaking in full sentences yet, but I was recovering. 

He nodded and ushered me over to two overstuffed chairs. After almost setting a land 

speed record on the way over here, I must have looked like a big ripe tomato and needed a rest. It 

felt good to take the backpack off, and I pulled out a bottle of water. I offered it to him first, and 

he shook his head. 

“I’m Ryan. Justin is my older half-brother,” he explained. “How do you know Justin and 

Heather?” 

“Wilma,” I responded. Jared says in lesson seven that if you don’t lie, then you don’t 

have to remember what you said. I thought it best not to go undercover, and in the same lesson, 

Jared says you need to get help whenever you can. There is no glory in doing everything 

yourself, especially when someone’s life is at stake. 

“I don’t really know Justin or Heather well. I was sorry to hear about your dad from 

Jessica. I think your dad was the one….” I pretended to think about this. 

“Yeah, you know those little things that people spin when they are nervous? Our dad 

invented that along with hundreds of other things made in China,” Ryan said. 

That explained the hundred-thousand-dollar wedding and Jessica’s need to get the whole 

inheritance, I thought and wondered if this cute guy’s life was also in danger. 

“Nice to meet you, Wilma. The ceremony starts at sunset, and we’re asking guests to 

make their way to the pavilion by four-thirty at the latest,” Ryan said as he remembered his 

official duties for the wedding.  I couldn’t believe my luck.  This kid might know Justin’s room 

number or at least find someone else that knew it.   
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 But I work alone, I thought, but someone on the inside might be vital to a case like this. 

But there was also a chance that he was in on the plot and working with Jessica. 

“Justin … do you like him?” 

Ryan smiled so big that you could fit all the keys from the grand piano behind him into 

that mouth. “He’s the best brother in the world. I mean half-brother. I didn’t really grow up with 

him, and he had lots of reasons to hate me after our father dumped his mother, married my 

mother, and then died, but instead, Justin has been like a father to me.” 

“And Jessica?”  

“The same. She’s amazing. Like the mother I never had.” Ryan laughed confidently like 

it was an old joke, but then he looked cautiously around. I wondered what his mother looked like 

to put that sort of look of fear on his face. 

“Well, she’s going to have him killed,” I declared. 

“Huh? My mother?”  

“No, Jessica is going to kill Justin in a few hours,” I repeated. 

“That can’t be. Jessica and Justin are close. They are twins.” 

“Identical?”  I asked. I wanted to be able and spot Justin later if I needed to. 

“No, Justin is a guy,” Ryan said with a smile and what looked like a wink. 

I slapped my forehead, a rookie mistake. Never ask stupid questions, Jared instructed us. 

What was happening with my brain? I wondered.  I quickly changed the topic.  

“Where do you go to school?” 

“I go to Lake Nona High… Well, that's where I'm going next year, a freshman.” 

“Me too. Do you ride the bus or walk?” 
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“Seriously, you’re asking me this stuff after dropping a bomb that my sister is going to 

kill my brother on his wedding day?” 

“Half-brother, half-sister,” I corrected him.  

By the look on his face, he didn’t appreciate that. That was the look that Winston gave 

me each time. Maybe people didn’t appreciate my constructive criticism and helpful suggestions 

as much as I thought.  

I leaned forward, took a deep breath, and quietly told him the whole story. I left out 

Winston, Clive, and the ditching. No need to talk about the screaming or crying either. When I 

was done, I got unexpected results from my big revelation. He laughed and then smiled. 

“It must be a joke. Jessica and her old boyfriend were acting out some scene in a play or 

playing one of those murder mystery games. They probably knew you were listening.”  

I guess trying to tell security this story would have gotten me the same results, I reasoned. 

I continued to argue my case. I had to confess some of the ditching story to get him to 

believe that they didn’t know I was there. I explained why I was hiding and why Peter would do 

this to get Heather back and Jessica’s desire to have all of the inheritance. When I got done, 

Ryan thought for a moment, then shook his head. 

“Makes no sense. I don’t mean to brag, but our dad was uber-rich. What could Jessica 

possibly need to buy with sixty million that she can’t afford with thirty million?”  Ryan said.  He 

was right, but I know what I heard.  I needed a plan to get Ryan on my team.  Time was running 

out, and now Ryan would lose another “father” if Peter poisoned Justin.  Then I came up with a 

way to prove everything as I looked at the time on my phone.  

“Let’s go to the pool bar. If Peter buys a Virgin Bloody Mary at two p.m., then my story 

is true, and you’re on the case with me,” I said as I stood up. 
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“Then what? I don’t know this, Peter, but if he’s willing to murder Justin…let’s go talk to 

Jessica instead, she’ll know Justin’s room number.” 

I grabbed him by the arm, “And if she’s a murderer too? How well do you know her? 

What if she has another bag of poison for you, and we’re making her job easier? What if you’re 

next?”  

At this thought, Ryan’s mouth hung open, and he let me drag him toward the exit door. I 

kept looking at him to see if he had recovered from the bomb I had just dropped on him. 

Maybe I would be saving two lives today, I thought. 
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Lost and Found  

I felt a little bad for Ryan. All the tables in the pool area that were shaded put us in sight of Peter 

if he showed up. I picked an area by the towel cart to hide out, which lacked any breeze or 

protection from the sun, but we could hear the people at the bar counter. A black tuxedo was not 

comfortable summer wear in Florida.  

 “Just texted my mom,” Ryan whispered as he put away his phone. 

 “You didn’t tell her what you were doing, did you?” I asked but got concerned that it 

sounded like an interrogation. Then Ryan shook his head. 

 “I find with my mother; it is easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.  I sent a text 

that I had to go back to the room and get something and that I’d be back at my post soon.” 

At exactly two p.m., Peter entered the courtyard pool area.  He looked around nervously 

and then went straight for the bar and ordered a Virgin Bloody Mary. He had on his Mickey and 

Friends baseball cap, tan shorts, and a pink polo shirt along with sunglasses—just like I had 

described. The caterpillar eyebrows were still in the second stage of the metamorphosis into a 

butterfly, and I could see them peeking slightly over the top rim. 

I looked over at Ryan, whose mouth had finally closed, but now his eyes looked strange; 

they darted back and forth like a tiger on prey. Or maybe more like the gazelle, I thought. Was 

Ryan afraid? 

“Him?” Ryan asked softly, but his voice cracked.  He was at the age where his larynx 

was small, and his vocal cords were kind of small and thin.  I remembered when Winston’s voice 

was like a little girl's. He didn’t appreciate it when I pointed it out to him a few years ago when 

we were singing Christmas carols while decorating the tree. It took me hours to get all those pine 

needles out of my hair, and mom was upset that I had fallen into the tree.  But after Winston 
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went through puberty, his larynx got bigger, and the vocal cords grew longer and became thicker.  

Now he sounded like a fog horn or a polar bear in heat. 

I nodded yes to Ryan and indicated that he should keep quiet with a slow finger to my 

lips.  I had started to place the finger on Ryan’s lips but drew it back.  I was worried about 

dragging Ryan into this, but so far, Ryan hadn’t been too difficult. In addition, if I had gone to 

security, and told them about Peter, the poison, and a murder happening in the hallway of their 

elegant hotel, it would have helped to have someone from the wedding party that was also an 

actual guest of the resort.  But during the walk over here, I remembered why I wanted to work 

alone.  I’m fast.  I walk fast, I think fast, and I talk fast.   

Most people can’t keep up with me, and I hate it when they can’t understand the logical 

plan that I have spent minutes in my brain formulating. I didn’t have the time to explain 

everything, and people should have understood that I know best. For example, we disagreed the 

first time after we discovered that there were two pool bars. Ryan wanted us to go to Beaches 

Pool Bar and Grill, but I had already researched on my app that it didn’t open until five, and it 

was too close to the wedding pavilion. Peter would pick the bar closest to the hotel rooms and 

the one that opened at noon, as Jessica had said.  

Although he was doing a stupid thing, Peter seemed to be able to follow directions. I 

admired that. But something about his shirt caught my attention. 

I reached into my backpack and pulled out my spyglass. Sure enough, in the pocket of the 

polo shirt was a Ziploc bag with a tiny corner poking out. I handed it to Ryan and made a gesture 

to the pocket area. Ryan looked at Peter, then returned it. 

“You in?” I whispered. After Ryan nodded, it was time to execute the next phase of my 

plan, and now things would get dangerous.  Up until now, I had been focused on getting Ryan to 
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believe me, but now he was joining my quest to expose Peter and Jessica’s plot.  I couldn’t help 

thinking that when it came down to the end and if they had to choose, they would kill Ryan too.  

I wondered if Jessica saw millions of dollars when she was around Ryan, pretending to be nice to 

the half-brother that broke up their happy family.  Ryan nudged me out of my worrying fog and 

gestured towards Peter, who had paid for his drink and had turned towards the many Grand 

Floridian hotel towers.  

For a guy carrying a tall cold drink, Peter moved out quickly. We followed him at a safe 

distance.  During our walk from the convention center to the pool bar, I had given Ryan a short 

lesson on how to follow a suspect without being seen, which I had learned from the Institute of 

Internet Investigations. Ryan said he was impressed with the training and wanted to learn more.  

Being admired was a new experience for me, and it gave me a warm sensation that still lingered 

after thirty minutes of waiting for Peter.  This was not the raw heat I felt from the boiling sun but 

something deep in my brain that sprinkled drops of sweetness down to my toes. 

We studied the resort map on the Disney app during our covert huddling around Ryan’s 

cell phone but kept an eye on Peter.  Our biggest problem was that we didn’t know which of the 

many buildings contained Peter’s room, and it seemed like he didn’t know either.   

If I was a giant looking down, the seven buildings would look like white and red Lego 

bricks tossed by a child, all the same, and scattered throughout the forty acres.  It was a long way 

from one building to the other. When Walt Disney was planning Disney World, he didn’t want to 

have the problem he had at Disneyland.  Limited to only five hundred acres, things at Disneyland 

were very close to each other.  They were always running out of room for new attractions and 

hotels at Disneyland.  But Walt Disney covertly bought 25,000 acres in Florida, and each resort 

and theme park had plenty of room to spread out.  Disney world was so big that it was larger 
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than the city of San Francisco and had its own zip code, fire department, and police department.  

It spreads across two counties and two cities. 

  But the Grand Floridan wasn’t the biggest resort; in fact, it wasn’t even in the top ten. 

Disney’s Coronado Springs sat on seventy acres – almost twice as much. The Grand Floridan 

had over eight hundred rooms, but most of the bigger Disney hotels had over two thousand.  But 

you didn’t get lost at resorts like Coronado Springs. It had only two big buildings for its 2,416 

rooms compared to the seven buildings at the Grand Floridan. 

 Because of these seven almost identical buildings, Peter was lost. He went towards one 

path, stopped, and then turned towards another one.  Each time he did this, Ryan and I went into 

a little routine that we had practiced while waiting for it to be two p.m. and Peter’s arrival. Ryan 

pulled out his cell phone, and we huddled around it while Ryan tapped and imitated, showing me 

something.  Jared also said that when you were working as a team, turning towards your partner, 

and kissing was a winner.  Your subject will look at the two of you for a moment but can’t see 

your faces.  The only thing that registered was the kiss, and he would quickly look away.   

I hadn’t told Ryan about the kiss decoy yet, and I wondered if I had been remiss in my 

training.  Lives were at stake. I wasn’t trying to get my first kiss today, but each time I looked at 

Ryan, I wondered what it would be like.  What was that?  I thought. Was I seriously thinking of 

kissing Ryan when I was on a case? 

   Finally, we watched Peter go into the closest building to the courtyard pool, the Boca 

Chica, which means “small mouth.” Who named that one? I wondered.  That is the problem with 

living in a bilingual country. In the future, it is estimated that 1 in 3 people in the US will be able 

to speak Spanish, with ten percent of the world’s Spanish speakers being in America today.  That 

means that the marketing company that determined that Boca Chica sounded pretty didn’t do the 
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translation that those of us that learned Spanish in school did automatically when we saw that 

sign.   

 Just as we were about to open the double doors to the Boca Chica lobby, we spotted 

Peter coming out right toward us. We ducked onto the white-railing porch a few feet away and 

then pretended to look for something on the ground. Ryan had already said that he didn’t know 

Peter, but I pushed him behind me just to make sure since the tuxedo might tip Peter off. 

Peter walked back towards the pool area and stopped. He looked at each of the buildings. 

He was lost. From this vantage point, he could see two other very similar buildings, the 

Sugarloaf and Conch Key.  

Most likely, he wasn’t in the Big Pine because that had recently been turned into Disney 

Vacation Club rooms. Disney came late to the timeshare scheme that started in Europe in the 

1960s.  They became popular in the 1970s in the Caribbean islands and spread across the US.  

By the 1980s, everyone was putting in their Christmas letter how they had spent a few weeks at 

their timeshare on the beach.  It wasn’t until the early 1990s that Disney came late to the game, 

but it was now huge, with over two hundred thousand people waiting for their precious two 

weeks of magic.   

Even my folks had a Disney timeshare at Disney's Vero Beach Resort, one of the oldest 

vacation destinations.  It was on the ocean, and each summer, we’d go there to cool off. But that 

was an illusion. Going to the beach to escape the heat of Orlando didn’t work in Florida.  On the 

west coast and northeast, coastal retreats were cooler when you go towards the ocean in the 

summer since the water temperature was in the 50s and 60s. Refreshing!   

But the beaches in Florida had warmer water in the 80s and 90s and more frequent 

thunderstorms, making a beach trip humid and hot.  There were also little bugs that ate us, like 
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nectar. But being able to jump in the water and become shark bait was nice if I could stay away 

from Winston and under the careful eyes of the lifeguard station. Winston always made friends 

and ditched me, so I would go out a few yards, sit on the sandy bottom and let the warm water 

wash away all my Winston induced anxieties.  And there was a water slide.  I had always loved 

them, even when I was too little to go down alone.  My dad would put his big arms around me 

and hold me tight as we flew and slushed down the slide. In the end, he’d toss me high into the 

water, and I’d take a big gulp of air and swim to the far side of the pool.  I’d pretend that I was a 

scuba diver looking for buried treasure, but often I’d see the parts of bathing suits that no child 

should view close.  I’d pop out of the water, gasping for breath, and swim to the side.  My dad 

always cheered for me as I shouted, “Again!”  

I could see the waterslide of the Grand Floridian slightly over Peter’s head and wondered 

if I had put my suit in my backpack after going swimming at Claire’s last week.  Silly me, I 

thought. I’m a Floridan, and we always have a swimsuit nearby. Living here in the land of ten 

million swimming pools and not having a bathing suit was like a New Yorker without an 

umbrella for protection from the rain, sun, and muggers. 

Peter stepped into the shade of a big tree and pulled out his cell phone. His room number 

and building were probably in his reservation details. That must have tipped off Ryan because he 

pulled out his cell phone. 

“What are you doing?” I whispered. 

“This is crazy. I’m calling Justin,” he hissed.  I got angry.  That is not part of my plan! I 

thought. But then I realized that anything we could do to prevent Justin’s death had to be done. It 

was crunch time. It was hard for me to give up any control, but I’d never been in this type of 

situation before.  I was traveling in new territory in so many ways. 
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I could hear the ringing as I kept my eye on Peter. He looked up and headed towards the 

Conch Key. That meant his room was in the 7000s.  I was relieved that Ryan had come up with 

another idea but angry with myself. 

But why hadn’t I thought of calling Justin? Of course, Ryan would know his half-

brother’s cell phone number. I wondered if Ryan had seen my eyes squint and lips tighten. 

Hopefully, he instead heard my sigh of relief. Now, we could stop this surveillance exercise and 

maybe take a quick dip in the pool. Ryan and I could go down the waterslide. I imagined his 

arms holding me.  After that, I’d figure out how to get back into the Magic Kingdom before four-

forty-five. 

“No answer. He probably silenced it to get some sleep after the big party last night,” 

Ryan said. “Plus, as it was ringing, I realized how unbelievable this all sounded. We need to get 

that poison,” he added. 

He’s right, I thought as I shook off my daydream of Ryan and me on the waterslide and 

pulled him off our hiding porch and towards Conch Key. When I told the whole story to him 

earlier, I realized that I had been lucky to run into Ryan. No adult would believe any of this 

without some proof.  

The bag of poison is our proof, and we need that for two reasons, I thought.  

The walkway to Peter’s building was rather unshaded, which meant fewer trees to hide 

behind. We had to drop back further, and for some reason, when Peter got close to the building, 

he really picked up some speed.  

Probably the melting ice in the drink, I figured. 



 

93 

 

By the time Peter entered the lobby, we were still twenty yards behind him. Finally, we 

reached the door and pulled it open. The cool air conditioning was a blast of relief as we darted 

to the elevators and looked up at the display. 

One elevator was coming down from the second floor, but the other elevator had an up 

arrow and had reached its destination and no longer displayed the floor number. 

 I stood in the middle of the lobby looking up at the open railings for each floor for Peter, 

but no luck. He must already be in his room. 

We had lost him! 

My plan was to run after him in the hallway and then trip him while he struggled to open 

his hotel door with that drink in his hand.  Ryan was going to snatch the poison and run in one 

direction, and I’d head the other way. Most likely, he’d go after me since I had done the most 

damage and was easier to spot.  But that idea had failed. 

I needed to think and plopped down on the very comfortable couch, and let the AC start 

to freeze me. It had been an exhausting hour, and it felt like it was pushing a hundred degrees out 

there.  

Oddly enough, only a dozen or so people died from heat-related situations each year in 

Florida.  The top states were the dryer states like Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico. And even 

cooler places like Oregon and Washington.  I did a school report on this topic since I thought I 

had built up an unusually high tolerance for heat exhaustion or dehydration after getting locked 

out of the house by Winston for hours at a time during the summer.  The dry states were easy to 

figure out; people didn’t drink enough fluids, got dehydrated, and died.  We grew up in Florida 

being trained to drink water and to always have a good supply on hand since, after the power, the 

water supply was the next thing that failed after a hurricane. 
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My theory for the cooler states, like Oregon and Washington, was that there weren’t 

many air-conditioned homes because there were only a few hot days. The random heat wave 

took everyone up there by surprise, and they weren’t prepared for it.  At first, they were 

delighted to see the sun and went outside and frolicked.  Then, the real heat snuck up on them, 

and they never knew what hit them. 

  Florida doesn’t have heat waves; it was always hot from April to November, and my 

parents protected our AC unit like it was the third child in our family.  There was a heat pump 

outside that sucked out all the hot air and a huge AC unit in the hallway.  If they heard any 

strange noise in the house, they immediately checked both pieces of machinery and then said, 

“No worries, the AC is okay; it was probably just Winston sticking Wilma’s head in the food 

processor.” 

I was amazed that Ryan didn’t collapse on the couch like me.  He was wearing that tux 

that had an internal temperature higher than a well-done burger.  Instead, he paced back and 

forth.  I didn’t say anything since if he sat down close to me, it might short-circuit my brain, and 

I needed a new plan.   

 “Since we didn’t see him above, then maybe his room is on this floor,” I said. Ryan 

nodded as he looked at his phone.  

“You said that he is going to poison him at three, right?” Ryan asked. I pulled out my 

notes and reviewed them. 

“Three,” I confirmed. 

“Since I know Justin’s room number, we only need to stop Justin from drinking it,” Ryan 

offered. 
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“Nobody is going to believe us without that bag of poison,” I reminded him, and then 

Ryan joined me on the couch in defeat.  Oh no, way too close! 

I turned towards the elevators and executed a slight scoot away from him.  Okay, now I 

can concentrate on the case without diving into those deep blue eyes. 

“So, even though we might reach him after he puts it in the drink, but before Justin drinks 

it, he’s a murderer and will merely find another place or time to do this,” I said firmly.  “How 

will we get that poison bag….” I said while I thought out loud and continued to look at my notes. 

Then I saw it. 

“It is only two-ten, so that gives us a lot of time to figure out which room is his. I’ll 

knock on half, and you knock on the other,” Ryan suggested.   

Gosh, he looks like Bond, I thought. But then I got back on track, “No, no, no! Security or 

housekeeping would probably kick us out of the hotel after a few tries.” It was time to get firm 

and let him know that I was not some airhead.  

“What a lame idea,” I added.  That should let him know that I’m in charge.   

This caused unexpected results.  Instead of punching me in the arm, Ryan hung his head. 

“You know, you’re kinda…a…bully,” he said softly. 

“A bully?  Seriously?”   

I jumped up and stood right in front of him. “I haven’t laid a hand on you!” I added. 

“There are a lot more ways to bully someone than being physical.  I was always one of 

the biggest kids in my class, and I don’t mean a buff jock….” 

I looked at him with new eyes.  Yes, there was some baby fat, but it made him extremely 

huggable.  But calling me a bully?  What had I done to him?  I couldn’t say any of the words in 
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my head in the form of a question.  Instead, I kept opening my mouth to say something and 

ended up choking on my spit and having to take a drink of water instead. 

“Our family was rich, we lived in a house that was obscene. My mom wanted to show 

everyone that she was married to money. She went with my dad on most of his business trips and 

left me home with the servants. Our cook, Georgia, was my best friend. We’d watch the baking 

shows together and then have a little competition between ourselves,” he explained. 

 “In elementary school, I had a slight stutter, which made everyone think I was stupid, 

and my mom dressed me like that little Trump kid,” he added as I looked again at the tux.  It 

didn’t look like one of the rentals that Winston wore when he was a groomsman at our uncle’s 

wedding last year.  

“Then my dad died, so when I started middle school, she sent me to a fat farm each 

summer where I learned how to deal with it all without a cupcake in one hand and a tub of ice 

cream in the other.”     

 “Ice..,” that word hit the bell in my brain.  “Peter is going to get new ice for the drink in 

fifteen minutes! So far, he’s done everything Jessica told him to do exactly at the right time.  She 

told him to get fresh ice.”  

“So, we keep our ears open and try to spot a guy up there leaving his room with an ice 

bucket up there, wearing a green Mickey and Friends hat,” he offered timidly. 

“That’s it. The hat! You’re brilliant!” I said as I jumped up and put on my backpack. 

“You stay here and make sure he doesn’t leave the building, and I’ll get Peter’s room number.” 

“How?”  

 “I can’t tell you all my tricks yet. Here’s my card; it has my number on it. Text me if you 

spot him.” 
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Pickpocket 

Being back out in the heat and away from Ryan let me process what he had said.  Was I really a 

bully?  I was always the smartest kid in the class; my best friend, Amaya, was a MAL like me.  

That was a classification that the school had for us as “more abled learners.”  Until middle 

school, we were also in the MAL classes together and didn’t hang out with the kids in what we 

called the slow track classes.  They had different teachers, lunch times, and recesses.  When we 

got to middle school, we hung out with other kids that we knew from elementary and the 

segregation continued.  I remembered how I treated those who were intellectually challenged.  I 

was impatient and tended to talk down to them.  Ryan had just poured his heart out to me, and I 

didn’t say a word.  Instead, I was focused on the case. 

 Looking back, I realized that I had been teaching him to be a detective, and he seemed so 

interested that I had started talking to him in dog trainer mode. I had used that higher, “good 

puppy” voice that seemed to anger Winston so much. I didn’t know how to make things right 

with Ryan, and I pushed Ryan’s stinging “bully” word into the far corner of my mind, where I 

kept my pain under a pile of useless brain matter. 

It took me only a few minutes to get from the Conch Key building back into the main 

lobby and then into the M. Mouse Mercantile. I found a light green Mickey and Friends hat and, 

after paying for it, asked the cast member to remove the tags so I could wear it now.  

 Ouch, I thought. A Disney hat costs more than I got for my whole month’s allowance for 

all that cleaning I did at home. I tucked the tags into the backpack and wondered if I could 

maybe return it.  



 

99 

 

I took the hat off as soon as I left the lobby and headed to the pool bar. It wasn’t busy, 

and the same guy that served Peter looked bored.  I held out the hat as I approached the bar. I 

started with my puppy voice but then slowed it down and made my voice lower. 

“My Uncle Peter dropped his hat, and I can’t remember his room number. It is 7209 or 

7390. Something like that?” I said to the bartender. 

He reached for it. “Leave the hat, and I’ll ring his room.”  

I pulled the hat back. “Uncle Peter said that he was going to take a nap, so I wanted to 

leave it on his door handle. I’ve lost things before here at Disney, and I know how the system 

works. After a little while, the hat goes to the front desk, then it gets cataloged and sent to the big 

lost and found. After that, you must go online, and we all know how bad that can go ….” 

Dang it, I was reverting to the bad puppy voice that you used when it had pooped in a 

shoe.  

The bartender nodded as I continued and adjusted my voice to be more of a quivering and 

almost ready-to-cry little girl.  That was easier to pull off than the deep and slow drawl.  

“Uncle Peter would be very disappointed if he lost this hat. His girlfriend bought him 

this, and I know it means a lot. It was all my fault that he dropped it….” That voice was working! 

“What’s his last name?” The bartender asked as he made a few clicks on his display. 

I was expecting this. A niece should know her uncle’s last name. 

“That’s my problem. Peter isn’t my real uncle. You see, after my father died, he 

remarried Peter’s sister, and we’re all here for Justin and Heather’s wedding, and although I 

could just bring the hat to the wedding, I know that Peter has a skin condition and can’t be out in 

the sun for long, and the walk all the way to the wedding pavilion could aggravate that.”  I could 

see all this information was overloading the guy and working. 
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“You know Peter --- you made a Virgin Bloody Mary for him a few minutes ago ….” 

I had done all the things to create a good lie, according to Jared Bass. Put a death, 

disability, and direct connection to the person you are looking for. The first two make the person 

uncomfortable, and the last thing verifies that you deserve the information. The icing on the cake 

was adding the wedding. This means we’re in the top tier of Grand Floridian guests. 

He looked around and then tapped on his tablet. “Your uncle is in room 7229,” he 

surrendered.  

“Thank you!” I said as I gave him my biggest little-girl-in-a-summer-dress-with-a-pink-

bow darling doll-like smile and headed back to the Conch Key building, but I texted Ryan to 

camp out near 7229.  I dashed back towards the lobby. 

Seventy-two hundred rooms.  The “two” meant the second floor of the hotel was the 

worst. The first floor has the advantage of having nobody below you, no need for elevators, and 

an easy escape route in case of a hotel fire. The third floor has a great view, but the second floor 

was just full of filler rooms. Peter must have gotten a last-minute room.  I wondered if that was 

important to the case. 

Rather than waiting for the elevator, I took the stairs up and spotted Ryan hanging out 

and partially hidden in the vending area. Next year, when I started high school, and I decided that 

I might be interested in boys, this kid, Ryan, in his tux, leaning against the opening to the place 

that housed the noisy ice machine, had a rather acceptable look to him. But the bully label was 

fresh, and I’m sure he would never want to see me again after this day. 

I joined him in his hiding area and added to our spy image as I whispered the plan in a 

deep voice to him.  

At this time of the day, the long hallway was littered with a trio of housekeeping carts.  
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“You got the new plan?”  Ouch, the puppy voice was back 

Ryan nodded as we headed towards Peter’s door. My original plan was to knock on the 

door shortly after Peter entered with a nice lie about a lost dog and then bump or fall into Peter, 

and Ryan would pickpocket the bag of poison out of his shirt without him knowing. I had 

modified the plan to include the new “lost” hat lie since he was already in his room.  

Did you drop this hat? I thought as I mentally practiced my line.  

We were almost to Peter’s door when it opened. Out came Peter with an ice bucket and 

the poison baggie was still in his pocket. He flipped the security lock on his door to keep it from 

closing and locking. 

“Now,” I whispered.  

I ran towards Peter, and somehow, all the years of defending myself against Winston and 

judo lessons took over. I went into dive-bomber position and then sprang up, knocking Peter off 

balance. Ryan took that opportunity to lightly pluck the baggie out of his pocket. It was like an 

elegant ballet. 

“Alto—para—stop!” the housekeeping woman said from across the hall.  

We hadn’t noticed her come out of that room and put something in her cart. She was a 

mountain of a woman, and she grabbed Ryan by the back of his tux and held him in the air. 

“Drop it. I saw you take it!”  

Ryan looked very small compared to the robust woman. He dropped the baggie, and Peter 

quickly palmed it and jammed it into his shorts. The lady dropped Ryan as she picked up her 

radio. Ryan took off like a scurrying rat towards the stairs and was gone. 

“I call security, yes?” the woman asked Peter, who started laughing.  
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Well, I didn’t expect that, I thought. I was cornered between Peter’s door, the massive 

woman, and then her cart. 

“No, these kids are mine. It’s a little game we’re playing,” Peter said as he grabbed me by 

the backpack and ducked back into his room before I could shout fire or any of the other things I 

had been taught. Once I heard the click of the door, the ice bucket dropped, and Peter had his 

hand over my mouth anyway.  

Peter was smart to silence me because instead of shouting out help or fire, I would have 

screamed murderer when I saw the things on his bed.  
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Trapped 

It didn’t take long for Peter to figure out that the best way to handle me was to duct tape my 

mouth and shove me in the closet. I was in familiar territory, stuck in a dark closet. Peter must 

have taken lessons from the same “mean boy” place where Winston learned how to toss little 

girls into closets. But Peter had also taped my mouth shut and zip-tied my hands behind my 

back. While he did, I got another look at the things on Peter’s bed. 

Poison wasn’t the only way he had planned to murder Justin, I realized. 

Based on the items on his bed, he had taken the same course that I had at the Institute of 

Internet Investigators. There was a black duffle bag, and he had emptied out a tarp, duct tape, 

hammer, scissors, knives, and various tools that could easily be considered part of a detective 

toolkit or torture essentials for a spy. 

Anytime I was in a frightful situation, I liked to make a mental list of how it could be 

worse. Last week when I was caught in a rainstorm, I thought, it could be worse; there could be 

thunder and lightning. Today, I was trapped in a murderer’s hotel closet. My hands were zip-tied 

behind me, and I was up against a wall. I could tap with my toe on the other side and lean each 

way to feel the back of the closet and door. My mouth was covered with duct tape, and I was 

claustrophobic.  

Having a fear of small places triggered my panic attacks. It was hard for others to 

understand, but I explained that it was like body surfing in the ocean. You could see infinity 

along the horizon. The air was heavenly with sea salts, and each deep breath brought in billions 

of molecules of life. The water was translucent, and the sun made my toes look like sparkling 

starfish.  
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Then something pulled me under. It might have been a crushing wave, but it could be 

worse. If it was a saltwater crocodile that frequents our Florida coast, then I knew that sticking 

my fingers in its nostrils would force it to release me. A shark? Simple, hit it hard in the snout. 

My brother Winston? The best solution was to go limp. He only enjoyed it when I put up a fight. 

            But today, it couldn’t be any worse, I thought. People would die because of me. Peter had 

tossed me into this closet, and the last thing I saw was the baggie in his pocket with the poison. 

Was that what I was smelling? I wondered. My nose started to get stuffed up. I couldn’t breathe. 

Panic set in. I kicked the closet wall. I had to get out!  

Peter opened the door a crack and held up the baggie full of poison crystals. 

“Hush! One more sound out of you, and I’ll put one of these in your mouth,” he said as 

he slammed the closet door shut. I froze. Getting poisoned wasn’t on the mental list of ways that 

I thought Peter would kill me after seeing all those terrible things on his bed. Not the things you 

usually packed to attend a wedding; I thought as I tried to figure a way out of the closet. 

It could get worse, I thought. Peter was going to kill Justin and maybe Ryan during the 

next hour, and I won’t be able to prevent it. Claire will never find out that her father was the 

ferry boy. I had failed as a detective. Peter was probably going to come back and kill me.  

Thinking that I was going to be murdered wasn’t a problem. I was used to it, but other 

people dying was new to me. 

 I had spent the next few moments of my capture trying to calm down in the dark and 

making a mental assessment. In lesson five, Jared clearly outlined my course of action in such a 

situation. First, evaluate and take inventory. People have the instinct to scream and struggle 

when they should be making a plan and conserving their energy.  
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In my many years of spending time in dresser drawers and closets, I didn’t panic. I put 

my fear of confined places out of my mind. My first rule was always to decide if I wanted to stay 

in the closet or get out. For survival, spending a few hours in a closet was much better than 

getting out and getting a beating from Winston. 

I didn’t have a lot of zip tie practice. Winston was not that stupid. He never left any 

evidence, so it was always my word against his, and, of course, he’s the good and beloved kid in 

the family. My goal was to always try and figure out why Winston had stuffed me in the closet. 

Now I concentrated on Peter. Like Winston, he must have very specific reasons for 

putting me in here. 

This guy didn’t seem like a murderer, I thought. 

 His eyes were almost apologetic when he put me in here, and there was no anger in 

them. They were warm brown eyes. I wished I had brown eyes like that.  

I had done a lot of scientific research on eye color and genetics as part of my role as a 

scientist. Winston has my dad’s blond hair and blue eyes. I have green eyes, just like my mom’s. 

I wished I had brown eyes to go with my black hair and dark skin because it would probably 

mean I was adopted. Brown eyes are the most dominant, followed by green and blue being the 

least dominant or what was called recessive.  

Since Winston’s eyes were blue, he must have gotten one blue gene from my dad and one 

from my mom. That was the only way a person could have those rare blue eyes. With my mom 

having green eyes, she must have one green gene and one blue.  

What my mom couldn’t do was throw a brown gene into the mix that was me and give 

me those warm brown eyes I wanted. 
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I fantasized about being abandoned at birth and hoped that someday my real family 

would realize their mistake and come back and claim and love me, and I’d be free of Winston. 

Wait! How many times on Dateline did they say that nobody thought the nice, warm guy 

was capable of murder? I knew better than this; Peter was a cold-hearted murderer, and how 

many people will he kill today? 

Although my hands and mouth were bound, Peter had made a mistake. My feet were free, 

and I had kicked off my sandals. I have freakishly long toes and years of training to use them like 

my hands. I’ve also taken yoga, so I was flexible and able to get my cell phone out of my front 

dress pocket and put it on the floor in front of me.  

I better check on Winston in case I needed him at the last moment, I thought as my toes 

tapped away after checking the time. 

I felt a pang of envy as his icon showed him leaving the Seven Dwarves and heading to 

Space Mountain. Pretzel Girl was on Big Thunder. I was now tracking her, and so was” Winston. 

Earlier I renamed her Air Tag to “Wilma” and renamed my icon to the neighbor’s dog name to 

throw Winston off my trail. 

I could text Winston now, and he might come to my rescue, but that would be at a 

horrible price. As far as Winston knew, I was enjoying thrill rides and not stuck in the closet of a 

murderer. 

During my mental assessment, I knew that I could probably press the SOS emergency 

button quickly with my big toe, but I didn’t think I was at that much of a risk – yet. 

 Peter is not a killer, I realized. Based on the things on his bed, I would already be dead 

instead of being stuck in the closet. He was reluctant when Jessica, who I thought was the actual 
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killer, proposed this idea. The woman he loved was getting married to another man today. He 

was in pain. 

I listened, and I could hear Peter sobbing on the edge of the bed. Then he did something 

that shocked me. He sat down in front of the closet and started talking to me. 

 “I love her so much.” 

  I muffled an all-understanding, “I know.” It was hard when you have duct tape to sound 

friendly, but I added a softer, muffled question. The lilt at the end of my muffle response 

sounded as full of empathy as I could make it. 

 “Justin was my best friend, and he took Heather away from me,” he added. 

 Again, I did the agreeing muffle. 

“I’m not going to hurt you, but I need to do this.”  

I responded with a tiny tap, tap, tap with my big toe on the door. It wasn’t loud like I was 

trying to get out, more of the type of tap when your parents pretend to knock on your door, but 

you know that they are coming in anyway. 

“What?” Peter asked as he opened the closet door a crack. I quickly put a leg over my 

cell phone to stop the glow. 

“Grrr, prrr, trrr …?” 

Peter gently pulled back the tape from my mouth. I took a big gasp of air and then said 

softly, “My friend is probably on the way here with security.” 

“No, I lifted one of these from a housekeeping cart,” Peter said as he showed me the 

radio that Disney employees use to communicate with each other. “No word of anyone looking 

for a tiny tuxedo kid, nor any report of an abducted little girl.” 
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My head dropped. It was hard when people disappointed you. My parents were a constant 

disappointment when they showered Winston with praise and interpreted my complaints of his 

brutality as either a lie or it all being my fault.  

Last week, my mom saw Winston shove me into a wall. Then she asked, “What did you 

do to make him so upset?” Two weeks ago, I told her that now that they were leaving me home 

alone with Winston, he was shoving me into my closet. She merely replied, “That is pretty hard 

to believe. According to Winston, you like to hide in there all day.”   

Now Ryan had ditched me, just like Winston and Clive; I should have never counted on 

him, I thought. 

Peter looked at his phone. “It’s time,” he said as he put the tape back over my mouth. 

“Don’t worry about me,” he added as if I did. “Jessica says one of these crystals is enough, so 

there is plenty left for anyone else that needs to die today.” 

Ryan! I thought. 

I tried to stay calm and focused on Jared’s second step, “Next, find a way to get yourself 

free,” but instead, the wave came crashing down on my claustrophobic mind. The walls started 

squeezing me. I could smell the poison. I couldn’t breathe. The panic attack had started as I 

kicked the closet wall. 

I spent the next few moments banging my head, feet, and shoulders on the door. Peter 

opened it a crack and held up the baggie full of poison crystals. 

“Hush! One more sound out of you, and I’ll put one of these in your mouth,” he said as 

he closed the closet door. I froze. Getting poisoned wasn’t on the mental list of ways that I 

thought Peter could kill me after seeing all those things on his bed. 
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 Then I heard him moving around the room and then the sound of the door clicking as he 

left. 

I have to get out of this closet and find Ryan, I thought. 
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Krav Maga Kick 

At least Peter was gone, and I could concentrate on getting out of the closet. I had watched the 

YouTube videos of how to bring your full force against your butt to break zip ties, but not only 

was I not big enough, but Peter had tossed me in here with my backpack still on.  

 I stood up and tried this move anyway, with no luck. But I was limber enough to thread 

my legs through my hands and bring the zip-ties to the front. My eyes had adjusted to the dark, 

and the safe door was open. I ran my finger over the edge of the metal, and that might work. I ran 

the plastic over the rim faster and faster.  

 It’s working! I thought as I sawed and twisted the ties on the sharp door. They started to 

give, and that gave me the incentive to go faster. Snap, and then they fell to the floor. 

  Next, I pulled off the duct tape, and while putting my phone back into my pocket, I 

checked the time again. Two forty-five. In fifteen minutes, room service would arrive. I had 

thought about texting Ryan, but he was probably back at St. Augustine Salon B-D directing 

wedding traffic to the pavilion and trying to forget about the crazy girl and her crazy story.  

I was wrong. As I opened the door, there was Ryan with a security guy. Ryan was 

finishing his lie as the guard had out his universal key card to open any door in the hotel. 

“Then, after I found the hat, I realized that I had forgotten my key.” Ryan winked at me. 

“This is my little sister,” he said as he took me by the hand. “We better hurry, sis. The wedding 

is starting soon, and you know how hungry our big brother gets!” 

The two of us sprinted to the stairway exit before the security guard could process what 

he had just seen and try to detain us to complete a report or survey. I’m sure that based on the 

way we were dressed, it was all believable, especially with Ryan in a tuxedo. 
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We bolted out the side door and started running around the boat dock towards Justin’s 

building. I had memorized Justin’s room number that Ryan had told me, but I didn’t need it. 

After getting off the elevator, we spotted it. In the middle of the hallway, there was one room 

that had a tray sitting outside of it, and on it was a tall Bloody Mary.  

Peter had delivered his poisoned drink! 

We ran towards the door as it opened. As we passed one of the side hallways, I caught 

sight of Peter and Jessica out of the corner of my eye.  

Jessica spotted me and grabbed me by the backpack. I started to have a serious doubts 

about carrying my detective toolkit this way since it appeared to be a handle for most people.  

“Are you the little snoop that’s been following Peter around?” She demanded. 

This time, I quickly slipped out of it and broke free as Ryan pushed them both to the 

floor. Amazing what someone can do if their victim isn’t expecting it. 

I ran towards the open door as Justin appeared in the frame. Then I saw Justin reach 

down and raise the Bloody Mary to his lips. Unusual behavior to start drinking in the hallway, 

but this guy must be extremely hungover. 

“Stop, stop, stop!” I screamed 

 He didn’t seem to notice my screams, and that was when I decided to fly.  

I raised my right leg and took off, delivering a Krav Maga kick right on target. The tall 

glass flew out of his hand, and there was red tomato juice everywhere, including on me, as I 

landed on his room service tray. 

“What the …?” was all Justin could say as he looked at me.  

“Poison … poison,” I said breathlessly. 

Jessica, Ryan, and Peter came up behind me. Peter held out the baggie. It looked full. 
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“I couldn’t do it. I’m sorry that I tried, dude,” Peter admitted as he opened it and poured 

half of it into his mouth. Peter dropped to the ground, his mouth foaming. 

OMG, I thought. That was what he meant by there being enough for everyone who 

needed to die today. I was right. He wasn’t a murderer. 

But if one crystal was enough, Peter was going to kill himself, and nobody seemed to 

care, I thought. 
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Blood Everywhere 

Peter rolled around on the ground like a rabid dog, groaning, moaning, and frothing at the mouth. 

Jessica walked closer but did nothing. I knew that it was hard to handle rejection, but for Jessica 

to not stop Peter’s suicide was rather heartless. I looked at Ryan, and he was frozen, staring at 

the scene and holding my backpack. I pointed at it. 

Peter reached out for Justin’s leg. “I’m sorry, Justin; I was so angry and wanted you dead. 

You stole her from me. Tell Heather that I never stopped loving her and did it all for her,” he 

begged Justin and then turned over and went limp. Justin collapsed onto the floor, and Ryan 

brought me my backpack. 

I reached into my toolkit. Peter might have thrown me into a closet, but someone needed 

to save this guy. The first step was to prevent that poison from being swallowed. I pulled out my 

water bottle and turned him on his side. I squeezed it and started flushing out the foaming 

crystals. I grabbed the ice water glass from the tray, which had miraculously survived my kick 

and landing, and continued flushing out the poison. 

Between my screaming, Peter’s moaning, and my waterboarding actions, someone on the 

fifth floor must have called security. Peter coughed a little and then sat up. He realized he was 

okay. He looked at me like a wet cat that someone had pulled out of a pool. Was he going to hug 

me? 

“You saved me. After all, I did to you …” Peter said as he looked at me and then looked 

up and explained to the security guards, “I locked her in my closet because she found out I was 

going to kill Justin,” he added to his confession to the security guards.  

One of them promptly zip-tied Peter and yanked him up. My gosh, this guy was stupid. I 

was tempted to duct tape his mouth because it was all so painful.  
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“What do we do about him? Should we have security call the police?” Justin asked. 

Jessica shook her head. “I only wanted to prove a point that you needed to stay far away 

from him. You actually invited him to the wedding and considered asking him to be one of your 

groomsmen. You really need to listen to me ….”  

I jumped up. “You’re wrong! He did abduct me … a kid … and locked me in a closet, 

and if you look at his hotel room, he had all the tools to murder Justin if the poison didn’t do the 

job!” I shouted and then realized that it was more like screaming. 

I settled down and spoke calmly, and pointed at Jessica. “She was the one behind it all. 

She was the one who gave him the poison and planned it. I heard it all during lunch.” I turned to 

Justin and added, “Your sister was angry that you got the bigger part of the trust fund, and now 

she wants it all!”  

Justin looked at Jessica, and then they both broke out laughing. “He’s the one that is 

rich,” Justin said as he pointed at Ryan. “Dad split things in half and made two trust funds, one 

for Ryan and another for Jessica and me to share,” Justin explained.  

I looked at Ryan, who shrugged. “I told you we were rich,” he said defensively.  It was 

one thing to say your family was rich, but this was a whole other level.  This kid will be a 

billionaire someday, I thought. 

“This is the guy we should kill,” Jessica said as she tousled Ryan’s hair.  

My eyes narrowed as I looked at her. She didn’t fool me; I saw her give the poison to 

Peter. I had to wonder why Walt Disney made most of his villains a female character, often the 

mother or evil step-sister. Jessica could easily qualify for either.  
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“Our dad gave seventy percent of our half of the inheritance to Jessica because he 

thought since I’m a hugely successful investment banker and Jessica is a … what do you call 

yourself? A private eye?”  Justin made a goofy face when he emphasized the last words. 

 “She has a Ph.D. degree in medieval bohemian sheep breeds or something like that, and 

she decides to be a private eye? She’s going to need the money so much more than I do and dad 

knew that,” Justin added with a laugh. 

Jessica reached over and took the poison baggie out of Peter’s hand. She put the 

remainder of the crystals in her mouth. It started foaming, and she talked through the foam.  

“But letting you manage the trust has doubled our assets over the past year. You’re worth 

more to me alive than dead,” Jessica said as she hugged him, drooling foam all over his clothes.  

“Pop rocks,” she added, winking at me. 

“Seriously? You did all this to prove to Justin that Peter was a threat?” I demanded. 

“Sometimes, I go over the top to prove that I was right,” Jessica explained as she hugged 

her brother.  

“But I’ve learned over the years that it’s not important that both of us know that I’m 

right,” she added, looking at me.  

I wasn’t buying it. “You need to look at Peter’s hotel room; he had all the tools to plan 

his own murder of Justin!” 

“I’m a handyman,” Peter explained. “I keep my bag with me at all times. I dumped it out 

when I couldn’t find my car keys.” Then his head dropped. 

“I was never going to murder Justin,” he admitted. 

“But he did abduct me,” I said and then turned to Jessica. Now her head dropped even 

lower than Peter’s. 
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“I am so sorry. I had no idea that you had overheard our plot and got tangled up in this 

mess along with Ryan,” Jessica said. “As a private eye, I need to be more careful of how, when, 

and where I handle things.” 

I had been so mad at Jessica that I had missed Justin saying that earlier. 

Private eye, she’s a private eye! I realized. 

“You’re a detective? So am I,” I said as I tried to shake off the anger and dug out some 

business cards. I handed one to both Justin and Jessica. I started to hand one to Peter but then 

pulled it back.  

This guy needs a good lawyer, I thought. 

Jessica looked at the card and said, “You graduated from ‘eye, eye, eye’—the Institute of 

Internet Investigations? I know Jared.”  

“Seriously? Jared Bass?” I couldn’t believe it. Here was a woman who actually knew my 

hero. This day just couldn’t get any better, but then it did.  

Jessica reached into her pocket and pulled out a couple of business cards. She handed one 

to the security guard. “Take him away and call the Orange County sheriff’s office and tell them 

that we’ll work with the DA,” Jessica commanded as she turned toward me. 

“I’ll pay you double your daily rate for today and the same for the days you’ll spend 

documenting what happened and the risks I created with my stupid plot,” Jessica said as she 

pulled out a checkbook from her purse. 

“I have a brother too, and I know how they don’t listen to you….” I offered. 

“Great, I believe in learning from my mistakes. I’ll come over in a few days and explain 

to your folks what happened and how you saved the day,” Jessica added as she handed me a big 
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check and looked at me with what I thought might be admiration. It wasn’t something I had seen 

much in my short thirteen years, and it was hard to identify. 

Maybe, I can help her avoid things like this in the future, I thought as I took the check 

and put it in my backpack. 

Then Jessica clapped her hands. “Four o’clock! We’ve got a wedding to get ready for! 

Can you join us?” 

Four o’clock? I had to somehow get back into the Magic Kingdom, meet Winston and 

Clive at the Swiss Family Treehouse in fifteen minutes, or I’d be attending my own funeral.  
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Pretzel Girl 

After I dashed out of the hotel room, I caught up with the security guards who were taking Peter 

away. Two more had joined them, and I remembered that underneath the Magic Kingdom was an 

entire underground city made up of a network of tunnels. Known as “utilidors” or utility 

corridors, these subterranean tunnels are used by Disney staff to keep them hidden from public 

view. 

 Maybe I have some of that cute little girl dressed for a wedding left in me, I thought as I 

looked at my dress covered in what looked like blood. I then explained my problem. 

Success! A few minutes later, after they had heard the whole story, they were willing to 

help me rejoin my brother. They knew I had already been at Cosmic Ray’s when I overheard the 

pretend plot, so helping me wasn’t a security issue. Even Peter corroborated my story. 

I was sure that it also helped that the security guards heard how uber-rich Ryan, Jessica, 

and Justin were from overhearing the trust and inheritance story. Plus, they must be aware of the 

price of a wedding at the Grand Floridian and willing to break the rules. Two of them decided to 

sneak me back inside the Magic Kingdom via the tunnel.  

Actually, anyone could go down in the utilidors if they paid for the “behind the scenes” 

tour at Guest Services. The guards had already spotted my special pass holder wristband and 

scanned it to put me officially “back in the park.”  No rules were broken as they dropped me off 

close to the bathrooms next to the Crystal Palace. I quickly changed back into my original 

clothes and dashed into Adventureland.  

 I was standing at the treehouse updating the Air Tag IDs on my cell phone when I 

spotted Winston and Clive walking toward me. I tried to catch my breath, but laughing made it 

hard. Winston was staring at his phone and bouncing on and off various guests as he maneuvered 
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through the crowds with the grace of a drunken cow. There were some that could walk and look 

at their electronics, and then there was Winston. He ignored their angry complaints about 

bumping into them.  

“How did you get here so quickly?” Winston demanded as he looked up from his phone. 

“You were just in Tomorrowland.”  

 “Hit Refresh,” I said as he took this suggestion. 

I used the moment to send a text to Pretzel Girl and asked if she could return the envelope 

with my Air Tag to me. Her icon showed her leaving Tomorrowland and crossing the center hub. 

“Ahh … you’re right here. I didn’t realize you had to hit Refresh,” Winston admitted.  

As we started towards the front of the park, Winston stopped at the spring roll cart by the 

exit of Adventureland. 

“Is there a problem?” I asked. 

Suddenly I spotted a sea of red heading our way. It was the Lake Nona Band, and my 

friend, Pretzel Girl, spotted me and was waving. I knew that most guests move from the hub this 

time of the day to the land left for last – Adventureland and she had gotten my text. 

 But that was not what had frozen Winston. He had the look of a hungry lion. 

“Clive insisted I buy a hat since …” Again, my brother was a quart low when it came to 

keeping that big brain running smoothly. He had obviously spent his last dime on a decoy hat so 

that their story of losing Clive’s hat and me getting lost would stand up in the Mom and Dad 

court if it came to that. 

“Then I lost it on Space Mountain. We’re out of money and starving,” Winston 

complained.  
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The smell of Disney’s famous pepperoni and cheeseburger spring rolls was 

overwhelming. Some accused Disney of also using those cooling fans to spread the tantalizing 

aromas around the park. I had to admit that I was a little starved, too. I had Jessica’s big check in 

my pocket but was a little low on cash.  

Pretzel Girl was upon us, and she ran up to me and hugged me. “I had the best day ever, 

thanks to you!” she exclaimed. 

Winston’s and Clive’s mouths were stuck in the open position. I guess Pretzel Girl was 

something that fourteen-year-old boys would consider hot. She reached into her back pocket and 

pulled out the envelope that I had put an Air Tag into earlier today. It had been her signal that 

Winston had been following after catching me trying to exit until I changed it back to me a few 

minutes ago. 

“Here’s your envelope back, and I put a little something in there for you to pay for that 

pretzel and helping me. The Group B chaperone felt so guilty about losing me that she stuffed a 

bunch of cash in my pocket,” Pretzel Girl said.  

I looked in the envelope and thought, wow—that was a lot of hush money.  

“I noticed that your address on the envelope is a few blocks from me. What a small 

world! We should get together and maybe hang out,” she added with a wink at Winston. 

Her group was moving out towards the treehouse, and she gave me one more hug and 

shouted back at me, “Text me! I wrote my number on the envelope.” 

I pulled out the wad of cash and gave it to Winston. He was conflicted. He kept looking 

at the rear view of Pretzel Girl, the delicious spring roll cart, and the cash. His eyes started 

blinking.  

Overload, I thought. 
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 Clive grabbed the money and got three orders of spring rolls. It surprised me when he 

handed one to me and the rest of the cash.  

I handed the money to Winston. “You keep it, and when we get home, I’ll go online and 

file a report of your lost hat with Disney’s new lost and found system,” I offered. “It will 

probably be in the mail to you in a few days.” 

We gobbled down the spring rolls as we made our way to the ferry. 

Ferry Boy! I remembered. With all the excitement, I had forgotten that I was on a case. I 

dug around in my backpack to find the picture and get back to business. 
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Grandpa Phil 

After I got on the ferry, I walked around the deck three times, looking for Phil, the Ferry Boy. 

Then I looked up and saw another ferry coming our way.  

 Two or three ferries run this time of the day. What are the chances that he’d be on this 

one? I thought as I sat down and relaxed for the first time today. Maybe next week, we could 

come here, and I’ll agree to meet Winston at the other end of the ferry and then work on all three 

ferries in the afternoon. 

 I texted Claire about my finding a co-worker this morning that thought that guy knew 

how to find Phil. I added that I’d look again for him next week. In the meantime, I could pass 

around the photo with my number on the back as we crossed the lagoon. 

 Claire’s response text was pure joy. She was so excited and might try looking for Phil 

over the weekend. She couldn’t wait to meet him. 

 Then I spotted him. He was getting off the other ferry that had arrived and was docked 

next to us. Phil headed up the ramp to our ferry. His pal was right. Ferry Boy had packed on 

about a hundred pounds, but he had the same smile as the photo as he greeted last-minute 

passengers and then pulled the rope across the ramp. 

I waited until Phil finished securing the rope and then slowly wandered over to Phil after 

the ferry took off. It wasn’t very crowded this early in the afternoon, just a lot of tired guests 

trying to escape the heat of the day, which, in Florida, hits closer to five than at noon. 

“Excuse me, are you Phil?” I asked him. Yes, it was a stupid question since it was right 

there on his Disney nametag, but it let people know that I was looking specifically for a Phil.  

“How can I help you?” Phil asked. 

I showed him the photo. 
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“Is this you?” I asked. 

He nodded. “That’s Kathy and me. We were college program interns in the1990s. She 

worked at the Animal Kingdom and then returned to Illinois. Are you trying to find her?” 

I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry, but she passed away,” I said. 

“I’m sorry, was she your…let’s see…grandmother?” 

“No, she was the mother of my neighbor, Claire.” 

“Claire, that was my mother’s name. Kathy and I had a lot of great times. She accused me 

of being like Peter Pan and said that I never wanted to grow up. It was different times back then, 

and you’re too young to understand.” 

“Claire thinks you’re her biological father,” I said. 

I guided him over to the bench closest to Winston and Clive in case we had a fainter. 

“Are you okay?” I asked him. 

“A kid, wow. I guess she’d be ….” 

“Grown, married, and has two kids, Jade and Jasper. Your grandkids.” 

I could see him inflate with pride. “Where?” 

“Lake Nona. I texted Claire, and she really wants to meet you,” I said as I pulled out a 

business card. “I’ve written her number on the back, and she’ll be delighted if you call her.”  

He stared at the card, and I got out my phone and brought up my photo app. “Here’s 

Claire, her husband, Thomas, and those two are Jade and Jasper.” 

“Claire looks like her mother, but Jade looks like my mother, and ….” 

“Yup, once Claire gave me your picture, I knew Jasper was your grandson.” 
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Phil looked down at his belly and then ran a hand through his remaining few strands of 

hair. “You sure can’t tell it by looking at me. I’m not this guy anymore,” he said, looking at the 

picture.  

Oh, no, I was losing him! 

“Your eyes … your smile. Yup, you can’t deny that’s your family, and I already texted 

Claire that you looked the same as the photo other than being supersized over the years!”  

The ferry horn blasted. The whole ferry trip only took seven minutes, and I was trying to 

pack in a whole hour of a therapy session in this short ride. 

  “I never thought I’d have a family. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had an amazing life, but you 

start getting older and …,” and the rest was drowned out by the arrival blast. 

“Call her. She needs you just as much,” I said as he got up and headed to the other end of 

the boat to handle unloading.  

As Winston, Clive, and I walked off the ferry boat, I gave Phil a little salute.  

This was the best job in the world. Case closed, I thought. 
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Amazon Woman 

The drive home was painful, as Mom kept pumping us for information about our day, especially 

the food. We were able to describe in detail the spring rolls from the food cart near the entrance 

to Adventureland and tried to steer the conversation back to that. I found out that the only other 

food that Clive and Winston must have had was the pineapple upside-down Dole whip at Aloha 

Isle after being chased away from the Pirates of the Caribbean by my fake texts. I was able to 

describe in detail the warm cream cheese-stuffed pretzel from the Lunching Pad near Space 

Mountain. 

With all the talk of our wonderful and fake day together at the Magic Kingdom and both 

of us raving about the spring rolls, pretzels, and upside-down pineapple cake with Dole whip, my 

mom seemed to get the Disney chef bug. Although she had worked in attractions at the Animal 

Kingdom when she met my dad, who was working on the animatronic dinosaurs when that ride 

broke down, her desire had always been to be a chef. She owned every cookbook ever made 

about the food at Disney World and could make Tonga Toast from Kona Cafe or the Chicken 

Parmigiana from Tony’s Town Square Restaurant.  

We dropped Clive off and then made a marathon shopping trip at the local Publix 

supermarket. Winston and I trailed behind my mom, who already had a cart and was on a 

mission. He started to make his usual Publix joke. What was it about teenage boys that they take 

anything that sounds like a body part and makes fun of it? I had often thought that Peter Pan had 

it right. Take all teen boys to a remote island and let them live together with their smelly socks 

through puberty and return when they are civilized. 
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I was able to shut him down with my question. “Do you think she’s going to make the 

whole fried fish from Jungle Navigation Company Skipper Canteen?” I asked and then waited 

for Winston’s fight with his gag reflex.  

Even the memory of that fish eye looking up at him made Winston want to throw up. He 

not only hated fish after the first time she served that, but even the smell of it cooking would 

compel him to pull a box of Kraft dinner off the shelf. That was the only thing that Winston 

could cook, so whenever he made an effort, my mom normally made one less portion of any fish 

entree. He was saved from that pain this time as mom tossed the family-size package of frozen 

tater tots into the basket. She was obviously planning creamy bacon macaroni and cheese tots 

from The Friar’s Nook.  

Winston was so happy that he helped mom load the groceries into the car, and I thought 

this horrible day was going to end on a good note. 

Unfortunately, when we got home, there was an Orange County sheriff's car out front, 

and the officer was talking to Jessica, who leaned against her BMW. I guess attempted murder, 

kidnapping, and assault couldn’t wait until tomorrow to be investigated. I wondered what 

happened to Justin’s wedding but thought this wasn’t the time to ask Jessica.  I was able to take a 

better look at her and realized she was an Amazon woman.    She was huge.  I think in the womb, 

her umbilical cord sucked more than half of the nutrients from the placenta.  Like me, she had 

big hands and feet. That was probably the reason why she wore running shoes all the time.  She 

could have killed Justin herself with those huge hands and muscular arms. But she had done a 

stupid thing by setting up Peter to prove a point.  But Amazon women were known for extreme 

measures.  According to legend, they would cut off their right breast to make sure it didn’t get in 

the way of their aim with a bow and arrow. A lot of people thought that Amazon women were 
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myths, living on a hidden island and capturing men to breed, and then killing them and any male 

babies.  Now, that’s female empowerment, I thought.  

But research shows that they might have existed, living on an island in the Black Sea near 

Greece. In fact, in 2019, archaeologists unearthed a grave near Russia's Voronezh with multiple 

generations of female warriors armed and in golden headdresses.  

Jessica, with her fiery red hair, looked like a direct descendant of these ancient women as 

she towered over the female officer from Orange County. The investigator suggested that we all 

go inside and out of the heat.  As we headed inside, I saw my dad’s car coming into the cul-de-

sac.  Whew, I thought.  For once, I was thankful for a little more balance in the gender mix. 

Dad quickly joined us as we gathered around the table, and I heard Winston foraging 

around the kitchen.  Hopefully, he was putting away the frozen things. 

My mom’s voice could be five octaves higher when she’s angry. “You left the Magic 

Kingdom alone?” Mom screamed at me after the officer rattled off the specifics of Peter’s 

attempted murder charges and my role as a witness to his crime. 

The officer started taking notes as Jessica explained how I had saved two men’s lives, 

escaped from a murderer’s closest, saved the day for the whole wedding party, and earned a 

hefty fee. I was a hero, and my mother was focused on something besides the point.  

“All I know is that you two will never be dropped off at Disney alone again,” Mom said 

firmly. 

“Seriously?”  I asked in my puppy voice. 

It was hard having programmers for parents. They get stuck in one loop and keep going 

around and around to the first statement. 
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“As far as I know, these kids didn’t violate any Disney rules, the officer said. “They 

entered the park together, which is required. After inside the park, a guest fourteen years or older 

must be with a child when boarding an attraction,” he added. 

“Winston was with me when I boarded the PeopleMover,” I offered. The officer made a 

note of that.  

What the ….? I thought. She was writing down every word. I better not tell her about 

sneaking onto Space Mountain. 

“There is no rule about the age of a child leaving the park alone, although she didn’t 

officially leave the Disney property. The Grand Floridian is connected to and is a part of Disney 

World. Either way, she was with Disney security when she re-entered,” the officer said as she 

stood up and handed my parents, Jessica, and even me each a business card. I looked at it and 

beamed.  I had a seat at the table.  Winston, on the other hand, kept dropping things in the 

kitchen, causing my mother to flinch ever so often. 

“Please call me if you think of anything else. I doubt if you’ll have to worry about Peter 

Ross again. The prosecutor assigned to this is tough on anything involving a kid,” she said as 

Mom walked the officer to the door. 

A kid. I wasn’t a kid today, I thought as I pulled out Jessica’s check, looked at it, and 

handed it proudly to dad.  

“This is a lot of money,” my dad said. “We’ll put this in your college fund,” he added. 

“Then you can get your Ph.D. in medieval bohemian sheep breeds,” Jessica whispered to 

me, and then she cleared her throat and spoke seriously to dad.  
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“I promise you that she’ll never be put in a dangerous situation again. The work that I’m 

proposing is mostly technical stuff, looking stuff up on the Internet using the skills she learned at 

eye, eye, eye.” 

“Eye what?” Mom said as she returned from letting the officer out the front door. She 

took her place at the head of the table again. 

“I spoke to Jared, the owner, and he said that Wilma graduated as a detective from his 

Institute of Internet Investigators with the highest online score ever obtained,” Jessica said.  

Did I just see my parents both sit up a little straighter? Were they proud? I had seen that 

look and posture after Winston creamed another football player.  

“That doesn’t mean you’re old enough for Winston to handle you alone at Disney….” 

Mom said. 

“That sucks,” I said. 

“Wilma!” Mom said in that high squeaky voice.  

Typical, I thought.  Winston could blast out a string of profanities, and I get spoken to 

like a bad dog.  Then it dawned on me.  I was more like my mother than I wanted to accept.  I 

wanted to crawl under the table and roll into a little ball.  This is how Ryan felt today when I 

kept dragging him around and talking down to him. 

Jessica knocked me out of my self-analysis moment as she turned to my dad and 

continued a pitch to have me start working for Jessica’s private investigators firm. 

“Right now, I have the case of a missing oboe player. A young girl, a prodigy, and her 

parents in China are desperate to find her. Wilma blends in. The only field work would be maybe 

sitting in a concert hall, museum, or library, watching for her,” Jessica explained. “But most of 

Wilma’s work will be looking for her on social media.” 
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I perked up and was already mentally hot on the case. I tried to remember what an oboe 

looked like. Was it more like a flute or clarinet? I didn’t remember there being very many of 

them in an orchestra, so that would be easier than trying to find a viola or cello player. I pulled 

out my phone and brought up my browser. 

“Would that be safe?” my dad asked.  

“It would be very safe. In the field, there is always a team, but most of our investigations 

happen in our office. It is within walking distance from her new high school, and she could do 

her homework in our office first and then do some computer searches for us. We’d drop her off 

before it gets dark.” 

“I’m not sure we should leave Winston home alone,” my mom argued. “He tends to do 

sort of ….” 

“Stupid things?” My dad suggested. 

“Maybe we can use him, too. Sometimes we need a little muscle.” 

“Moving boxes and stuff, right?” I quickly added. I knew that no parent wanted to have a 

vision of their precious fourteen-year-old boy spending his free time being a bar bouncer or loan 

collector. 

“As long as it isn’t too strenuous. Winston is really going to need football to get him into 

college with his poor grades. He’s not like Wilma.” 

Not like Wilma, I heard them say, but for once, it was a good thing. Maybe my parents 

were aware that they had raised a big monster, and with this early intervention, we could all 

work together to prevent him from becoming a mass murderer or used car salesman.  

It takes a village, I thought, and in Winston’s case, it was going to take this whole family, 

his school, his coach, and most of Central Florida to keep Winston on the right track. 
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Jessica was probably the smoothest person in the world as she assured my parents that I’d 

be safe and Winston would be…supervised. 

My stomach started growling. Summer can be misleading in Florida when it doesn’t get 

dark until after eight p.m. I did a little math and realized that Jessica should have been at the 

wedding reception eating cake and not here. 

“The wedding?” I asked. 

“Heather wigged out when she found out all that had happened and canceled it. She 

thought it would be bad karma to start a marriage that way. Instead, everyone got a nice meal, 

and it turned into an engagement party, which they never had,” Jessica explained. 

My parent’s jaws dropped. They had both talked about how much a wedding at Disney 

costs. I was sure they wondered how someone could spend that kind of money and cancel. 

I turned to mom and dad and explained, “there is wealthy, and then there is Ryan, Jessica, 

and Justin’s uber-rich.” 

“Wilma!” Mom said. Her family was originally from the Midwest, and you didn’t discuss 

money. I ignored her because Jessica merely laughed. 

“When are they getting married?” I asked her. 

“Funny you should ask. Heather and Justin want to get married at sea on a Disney cruise 

ship in a few months, and they’ll come up with a smaller guest list. This time, I’d like you to 

check everyone out so that we don’t have another Peter issue. If we had done that before, we 

would have seen how much Peter had posted on social media about his obsession with Heather. 

That will be your second case.” 

I looked over at Mom and Dad, and they huddled for a few minutes and then nodded.  
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“When I talked to Ryan, he said he’d help you since he knows a lot of the guests.  Maybe 

you can come with us on the cruise to keep an eye on things?” Jessica added as if I needed any 

incentive.  

She had me at the words “case” and “Ryan,” but I nodded as I wondered if Ryan worked 

for her after school too. It was definitely going to be a good year … until I remembered Winston 

and I were never getting to go to Disney World again without our parents. 
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Animal Kingdom 

It ended up being a very late dinner by the time Jessica had convinced my parents to let me work 

on cases with her, but it was one of the best meals. Winston was in a great mood any time 

macaroni and cheese were the stars of mom’s Disney dish. Then when you added bacon and tater 

tots, it was heavenly for Winston.  

Maybe I was going about my handling of Winston all wrong, I thought. 

 Instead of trying to train and analyze him by making him race up and down stairs with 

my garage door opening trick or weighing down furniture, I could learn how to cook and bring 

on early atherosclerosis. He looked like a hungry hippo. 

“I was thinking that we should go to the Animal Kingdom next week,” Winston offered.  

Winston wasn’t hard of hearing. Rather, he was hard at listening. While making dinner, 

my mom must have said a hundred times, “All I know is that you two will never be dropped off 

at Disney alone again.”  

Winston had a certain filter in his huge brain that only heard what he liked and ignored 

the rest. It was probably the reason for his poor grades. I decided to join Winston’s effort to 

reverse the verdict. 

 “I’m going to write my first paper next year on the Animal Kingdom. Did you know that 

it is an accredited zoo? There was a new baby hippo born last month.” 

 I quickly steered the conversation toward academics, school, and all things not related to 

murder, abduction, and suicide.  

Best to keep mom from thinking about what had happened today, I thought and realized 

that maybe I could do a better job of handling my parents too. 
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Sure, I had cases from Jessica, but that was only a few days a week. This was going to be 

a long summer at home with Winston beating me up if we didn’t get to go to the Disney parks. 

Plus, I may need to investigate at one of the parks for another missing Disney worker. 

 I’m safe at Disney. There has never been a murder at the Magic Kingdom and never will 

be, I thought. It was the perfect place to start training Winston to control his anger. 

Dad leaned over to whisper something to Mom. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t shake her 

head either. Maybe we were going to get our weekly park visits after all. 

“Claire from next door called while I was making dinner,” my mom said. 

“Did her father call?” I asked. With all that was going on, I didn’t have the chance to tell 

my folks about Grandpa Phil and closing the case of the ferry boat father. 

“That was quite an amazing story. I didn’t realize you were so good at detective work,” 

my mom said.  

OMG…? I thought. Are they actually interested in me, or was I starting to become more 

interesting? 

“What else are you working on?” my dad asked me.  

Normally most of the dinner conversation was centered around Winston and what small 

animals he had eaten or how much he had bench-pressed that day. Were my parents talking to 

me?  

The rest of the dinner was centered around everything I had learned at the eye, eye, eye, 

the Institute of Internet Investigators, and my thoughts about the missing oboe player. Since our 

artery-choking dinner ended up being a delightful dish for Winston, he barely took a break from 

shoveling in the enhanced tater tots. Finally, all the tots were gone, but he looked over at 

everyone’s plate. There were a few remaining on mine, so I nudged them over to him. Yes, 
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feeding him was going to be the key to my new freedom from the closet. I looked over at Mom’s 

cookbooks.  

How hard could it be to learn? I wondered. I liked food. Winston liked food. 

“So, how did you find out that the ferry guy was Claire’s dad?” Winston asked with his 

mouth full. 

“I didn’t ‘find out.’ I said, using air quotes. “I used good detective skills to figure it out,” 

I added as Winston shoveled the remaining tots from my plate. I think he actually worded a 

“thank you,” but it was hard since his mouth rarely stopped moving. Winston had always talked 

with his mouth full, but today it didn’t annoy me. 

 Maybe that was another key to surviving life with Winston. I should ignore his 

grossness. I reasoned. I had already come up with a mantra to avoid his anger. In the future, 

when he says something dumb, I thought I’d close my eyes and say to myself,  

It is not important that both of us know that I’m right; it is not important that both of us 

know that I’m right… 

It worked! Instead of saying something like, you know Winston, while eating, the 

epiglottis stays open, and the food may enter the windpipe, which may trigger violent coughing 

to clear the food material out of the trachea or may get serious by chocking and may be fatal. 

That is why it is not advised to talk while eating; I realized that my mantra would work better in 

most cases when dealing with Winston.  

Better to keep my own mouth shut and stay alive longer, I thought. 

I had also taken the time while mom made dinner to practice Krav Maga on YouTube. 

That would help while working for Jessica on cases and defending myself against Winston.  
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Nobody puts Baby in the closet anymore, I thought. Then I remembered that mom was 

talking. 

“Well, however you found out, Claire was almost in tears after talking to her dad and 

making plans for a family pool party this weekend,” my mom said. “We’re all invited, but I 

know you have your first football scrimmage with Winter Park,” she added, looking at Winston. 

“Yeah, but I’ll get a ride there.” 

Finally, the weekend wasn’t going to be centered around Winston and football. It was 

almost like I had come home, and my family was in a parallel universe, and these parental unit 

replacements acknowledged my existence as more than a biological accident. 

“About next week,” my mom started. 

“Yeah, I’m not inviting Clive. He’s the reason I lost Wilma. It should just be Wilma and 

me,” he said as he tried to wink at me. Unfortunately, he started blinking instead, but he 

recovered quickly and turned to me. “We should go on Everest first.”  

I think both of us held our breaths as we waited for the results of the presumptive close 

technique that we were trying to pull off. Again, my parents huddled, and my mom issued her 

verdict, “Okay, one time try. And this time, no leaving the park, and you two must stick 

together.” 

“They have that pulled pork-topped macaroni and cheese at the Flame Tree Barbeque that 

you like,” Winston suggested as a peace offering, but he didn’t realize that it was his favorite 

dish and not mine. I decided to let it go and not correct him because I knew he was making an 

effort to include me.  

Mom did, too, as she added, “Probably best to do Everest, Dinosaur, and Flight of 

Passage before you eat something like that. Or you could wait, and I’ll make that for dinner. I 
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think it is topped with coleslaw and onion rings,” my mom asked as she reached for her Disney 

cookbooks on the hutch. She wasn’t waiting for an answer from us. 

My dad started clearing the table. I looked at Winston, who looked towards the kitchen. 

Yup, he does look like a hungry hippo; probably wondering if there would be dessert. I 

thought with a smile. For a moment, he appeared adorable.  

Maybe I could manage his anger in order to survive the next few years until he left for 

college, I thought. I made a mental note to try to lower my voice and get a picture of Winston 

with a hippo in the background at the Animal Kingdom as a reminder for myself. Feed the beast 

and talk softly. 

“Let’s go on the Kilimanjaro Safari early while most of the animals are out,” I added to 

the plans as I thought about setting up the shot with Winston on the right side of me on the 

vehicle. Thinking of taking that picture was a lot better than worrying how Winston might throw 

me into the lion enclosure to be eaten. 

“Maybe your band friend would like to meet us there? You could text her, huh?” Winston 

asked. Okay, he hadn't really changed, but maybe I had. But I wasn’t sure that I wanted all this 

new attention from Mom and Dad. I couldn’t help feeling that they thought I didn’t need it, and 

Winston did. I should probably ease up on correcting everybody.  

I might even stop hiding the remote, I thought. 

 Feeding Winston wasn’t going to be hard. I was going to be making a lot of money 

working for Jessica. Supplying him with food and dates? A matchmaker? I had to stand up for 

myself and draw the line somewhere.  

But it was possible the Pretzel Girl knew someone who played the oboe and could help 

me. She was in the band and could be helpful. Was there a place where oboe players bought the 
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best reeds? I discovered a few minutes ago on my phone browser that some made their own. 

Where did they get the supplies? I pulled out my phone again and sent a text to Pretzel Girl. 

Wilma Wallaby, Genius Girl Detective -- hot on the case, I thought.   

 


