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        Jules: So my clever little data reports show me we have a bunch of new listeners since we found out Sawyer’s Cove is getting another season.

        Erika: Another season? You make it sound like we time traveled to twelve years ago and the powers that be decided to renew the show, instead of canceling the best show on TV after three measly seasons.

        Jules: Wow, you’re still bitter, aren’t you?

        Erika: My 16-year-old self will never get over it. But my 28-year-old-self is delighted. Sometimes good things do happen to good people.

        Jules: So if you just started listening to us, hello and welcome and let me tell you a little about us. We started as a fan rewatch podcast of the iconic, as previously mentioned, short-lived teen primetime drama Sawyer’s Cove. We never thought we’d be getting new Cove content in this lifetime, but news about a revival with the entire original cast broke in May. Our little podcast now covers all the reboot news, in addition to spending plenty of time waxing eloquent about everything we love about the original.

        Erika: Do we wax eloquent?

        Jules: I don’t know about you, but I wax fucking eloquent.

        Erika: Damn straight.

        Jules: Now it’s August and reportedly production is getting underway in Misty Harbor, Connecticut, which is where they shot the original show. All the actors are on hand, they’re building sets, they’re doing all that TV magic. I don’t know that much about it, but I’m sure it’s a lot of work.

        Erika: Should we remind folks at home who-all is going to be in these shiny new ten episodes of streaming television?

        Jules: Let’s do it.

        Erika: First up, there’s America’s sweetheart Camille Corsair, playing the quintessential girl next door, Amy Green. Her real-life paramour, Jay Orlando, plays Amy’s true love, Parker Wild. If you don’t think they’re soul mates, I invite you to watch my PowerPoint on this topic.

        Jules: Wait, isn’t that this entire podcast?

        Erika: Yeah, what are you even doing here if you don’t love Parker and Amy together? Anyway, I digress. We also have Nash Speedwell as Will O’Connell. No word on if Will’s first love, Noah, played by Darren Silverstein, is returning to the show. We can only hope. Next is Ariel Tulip as the original feminist icon Lily Fine. Last, we’ve got the incomparable Spencer Crosby playing the titular character Sawyer North.

        Jules: Don’t forget that behind the camera we’ve got Camille Corsair doing double duty as a producer, which is badass. And running the whole shebang is Selena Echeveria, who was a staff writer on the original Cove and has since done a bunch of awesome shows and projects.

        Erika: I have to say I’m relieved they have an OG writer to guide the show, even if it’s not Ryan Saylor, who created the show.

        Jules: Getting Ryan back would have been incredible, but I’m down to see what Selena does with the characters.

        Erika: I believe in this reboot, revival, redo, whatever you want to call it. We’re here for it.

        Jules: Now all we have to do is stay alive until the show airs.

      

        

      
        From The Sawyer’s Cove Rewatch Project Podcast: Summer Mailbag

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Jake inventoried the woman occupying his usual booth. Red hair that sometimes went by the name “strawberry blonde” and was really more of a copper. Simple clothes, but expensive. The suggestion of freckles under her makeup. His gut told him she would be trouble, one way or the other. His bank account told him to sit down and hear what the possible client had to say.

        Gunsmoke, by Warner Mathis

      

      

      

      Selena needed stimulants. She dragged herself to the electric kettle in what passed for a kitchen in her temporary home and flicked it on. She didn’t need a fancy range, but it would have been nice to be able to prepare something besides black tea and instant oatmeal before she went to work.

      Still, she was grateful for the roof over her head. She’d left finding a place to stay during the production of the Sawyer’s Cove reboot to the last minute, and Cami, brilliant producer she was, had found this spot. For the next three months, her home was the pool house of a mid-century modern mansion.

      The wood-and-glass two-story structure was easily five thousand square feet, not counting the garage or her pool house. The property was meticulously landscaped with prolific roses, glossy rhododendrons, and opulent hydrangeas, plants that would never work in her arid, Los Angeles, desert-inspired front yard.

      Between her tiny abode and the massive main house was the centerpiece of the place—a 25-meter lap pool lined in cobalt blue tile, surrounded by an attractive beige flagstone patio, complete with fire pit. She’d seen nicer pools in Beverly Hills, but not many.

      Selena unwrapped a tea bag and set it into a mug while she waited for the morning’s entertainment. Only a few moments later, the back door of the house opened, and her landlord emerged in swim shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt, a thin towel slung over his shoulder.

      The view of the pool was turning out to be the best feature of her living situation.

      Her landlord stripped off his tee and let it drop to one of the lounge chairs on the edge of the pool deck. This time of morning, the pool was in full sun, so she had an unimpeded view of him as he dove into the water without so much as dipping his toe in first.

      He stayed under a long time, so long she almost grew alarmed, groping around the back of her mind for some long ago learned, long ago forgotten lifesaving knowledge. But CPR would not be needed, because he burst out of the water at the far end from where he’d started, on the side nearest Selena. She took an involuntary step back from the window, though he couldn’t have seen her with the reflection on the glass even if he’d been looking, which he wasn’t. He executed a flip turn and started freestyling in the other direction, his tanned arms coming out of the water with impressive regularity. A white, frothy wake trailed him to the other end of the pool.

      Her landlord, Warner Mathis, was just doing laps. But Warner wasn’t some rich hedge fund manager with a conveniently empty pool house. He was the author of one of the bestselling mystery novels of the last decade. She glanced at the paperback edition of Gunsmoke she’d coincidentally brought from her personal library. It was sitting next to a pile of scripts. The guy who seemed to spend his days digging in the dirt of the flowerbeds outside or coming and going from his gorgeous house in a rusty minivan was also the author of her favorite detective novel. Unless there was another Warner Mathis with intense blue eyes, a serious mouth, and perpetually stubbly cheeks.

      Truth was so much stranger than fiction sometimes.

      The kettle clicked off, and she filled her mug with steaming water, allowing herself to keep watching while her tea steeped, not sure why she was compelled to. There was something about Warner that aroused her curiosity.

      He was a strange duck, that’s for sure. To call him taciturn was generous—they’d exchanged less than fifty words since she’d arrived nearly a week ago. But he wasn’t mean; just gruff. He touched the flowers with gentleness, and he always left room for her rental sedan in the driveway.

      Selena finally turned away from the window and woke up her trusty laptop. Shooting on the first hour-length episode started Monday, and there was so much to do before then. She took a deep breath. It would all get done. She had an amazing team. Everything was on schedule, or as on schedule as something with as many complex moving parts as a television show could be.

      She’d been up late working on rewrites for the first episode that had been inspired by yesterday’s full cast table read. There was nothing like hearing actors speaking lines out loud to give her a new perspective on the story.

      Writing for television was like being part of a relay race. She and the other writers put the story into words, and the actors picked those lines up, breathed life and physicality into them. Then all the layers of art and craft came into play, costumes and lighting and editing and music, transforming the initial idea into more than the sum of its parts. The show crossed the finish line when it played on a fan’s screen, where they took the next step, sharing their opinions with friends, making gifs of their favorite scenes, writing fanfiction, speculating about the next episode.

      Selena couldn’t do her job of delivering a spectacular hour of entertainment without countless other people doing theirs, and she liked it that way.

      After dealing with a few emails, she took a super-fast shower, lamenting the lack of a tub and that while she was in Connecticut, she wouldn’t be able to indulge in a bath. She had a big clawfoot tub in her 1930s house in Los Angeles, and she loved to soak in it, book in one hand, glass of wine in the other.

      She dried off and put on a simple wrap dress that had been her uniform lately. This one was red, to match her glasses and tinted lip gloss. She slid her feet into practical black sandals, loaded her bag with her computer and the latest copy of the script, and grabbed her car keys.

      She swore she hadn’t timed it, but somehow Warner was hauling himself out of the pool when she passed by on her way to her car.

      “Morning,” she called.

      The sun glinted off the water streaming from his lean, six-foot frame. He had a serious farmer’s tan, arms bronzed up to his biceps, pale and dotted with the occasional mole everywhere else, light-colored chest hair between flat pecs. His sandy blond hair was graying a little at the temples, but it looked good on him.

      He was probably around forty, but his face was far more weathered than Selena’s own. She was thirty-seven but routinely mistaken for someone ten years younger. Not that she was complaining. It had bothered her to look young in her twenties; now she thanked her good genes and round face and body for keeping her youthful in an industry that prized elastic skin.

      “Morning,” he returned, squinting against the sun.

      “Nice morning for a swim.” Just because she never had engaged him in successful conversation didn’t mean she was going to stop trying.

      “Going to be hotter later,” he said.

      She already felt the heat of the day seeping into the stone patio beneath her sandaled feet. Thank God the pool house had central air—so far, late August in Connecticut had proven to be hot and humid. When was fall supposed to start around here?

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      He leaned over to grab his towel, and his wet shorts tightened snugly over his well-shaped ass. He wasn’t beefy or unnaturally muscular; he was just a guy with no extra body fat who seemed to have gotten that way through physical labor. He must have to work hard to stay warm in the winter.

      “Well, I better get to work. See you…around,” Selena said after a beat when he didn’t say anything back.

      “Goodbye,” he said, nodding at her. Dismissing her.

      She turned her back on him to walk to her car but couldn’t suppress her smile. She’d gotten him to say three sentences to her. Granted, two of them had been one-word sentences, but she still felt like progress had been made. By the time she left Misty Harbor to return to Los Angeles, they might have advanced to saying two sentences in a row to each other.

      A woman had to have goals.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        He’d only seen her wearing perfectly fitted jeans and deceptively simple tops, the unofficial uniform of the southern California elite. In the evening gown, she looked like a chameleon showing her true colors; she was ten times more herself in the glittering, ostentatious swatch of ruby fabric that hung on her architecturally. Jake snorted to himself. He should have doubled his fee.

        Gunsmoke, by Warner Mathis

      

      

      

      Warner surreptitiously watched Selena trace the flagstone path to the side gate at the end of the driveway, a flash of red as she slipped through to her car.

      She liked red, he’d noticed. It was practically the only color he’d seen her wear. And why shouldn’t she? She looked magnificent in the color. It made her light brown skin glow, and paired with her curly black hair, it drew eyes to her the way a cardinal stood out against the bare trees of winter. Her glasses were red, too, round and oversized, like the young people were wearing them these days. Golden Girls chic.

      He wondered how old she was, exactly. She couldn’t be that young to be in charge of a television show, but she barely looked thirty. Or maybe he just didn’t know how to judge anymore. It had been quite a while since he’d looked at a woman and done more than a cursory once-over. It was disconcerting to realize the first woman in years he wanted to take a second look at was also living a hundred feet from him.

      And that was his own damn fault. He should have said no when Cami had called him, desperate and pleading, two weeks ago, asking if he had any rental properties available for her friend Selena. He owned three rental houses in Misty Harbor, but they were all booked. The only thing he had to offer was the pool house, a one-bedroom shoebox with a mini fridge and microwave. But he found it exceedingly difficult to say no to Camille Corsair. Not because she was a famous actress. Not even because she was Jay Orlando’s girlfriend, though given that Jay owned the bar where Warner spent a few nights a week, it wouldn’t do to get on his bad side. No, he’d offered because she was a nice person whose big doe eyes could implore the pope to condone murder. He was certainly powerless to deny her request.

      He’d imagined a middle-aged suit-clad ballbuster when she’d explained his new tenant was the Sawyer’s Cove showrunner and head writer. Then Selena had turned up a week ago in jeans and a T-shirt, all ass and tits, her pretty round face nearly hidden by big hair and glasses, her Lauren Bacall-low voice friendly. She looked like a college student, not the most powerful person on the set. Not that he knew much about set hierarchies. But Cami seemed even younger, and she was a producer, too; he had no idea how Hollywood worked, outside of how it was depicted in the movies themselves.

      He finished toweling off, jogged to the house. It was going to be a scorcher. The summer humidity hadn’t quit, but fall would be there before they knew it. He needed to stop by the Edwards Avenue house and look at a leak in one of the bathrooms, then he wanted to go by the nursery and see if they had any one-gallon asters. He showered off the pool water in the downstairs bathroom, dressed in his usual work clothes, and switched on the TV in the kitchen to the classic movie channel. He kept it on for company more often than not.

      Speaking of Bacall, The Big Sleep was halfway through. He let the noise run in the background as he made himself an omelet. He ate standing up and watched Humphrey Bogart flirt with an improbably attractive bookshop clerk. Flirting while on a stakeout was always fun. Flirting and drinking on a stakeout for double points. They drank from Marlowe’s stash of rye, and he vaguely wanted a slug himself, notwithstanding the fact that it was ten in the morning. That was why he didn’t keep alcohol in the house. He’d been there once, and it wasn’t a good scene.

      His desire for a swallow of something brown and 40 proof intensified when he opened his laptop, meaning to order bulbs for fall planting, and his eyes fell on his inbox instead. Nestled between the nursery newsletters and seed store sales notices was an email from someone whose name meant trouble.

      He stared at the subject line for a minute. Just checking in.

      The most banal three words in the English language. And the biggest crock of shit he’d ever heard. Joanna Munroe was never “just checking in.” He stared for another minute, as if he could delete the email with the power of his mind.

      When that didn’t work, he clicked on the damn thing. No use letting it linger and ruin his entire day.

      
        
        Hey Warner,

      

        

      
        How’s summer been treating you? We just got back from Montana. Big Sky Country sure is beautiful! The kids had the best time. We took them dinosaur bone hunting, and we even found a few fossils! Hope everything in Connecticut is going well!

      

        

      
        So Daphne and I were thinking we’d like to do something for the anniversary this fall. We’re thinking dinner at that brasserie we used to go to all the time when we were all living in the city. Just a small group. But we’d really love it if you could come down. Think about it.

      

        

      
        Love you,

        Jo

      

      

      Warner’s eyes burned. He wanted to blame it on the chlorine from the pool. But it was Joanna, with her egregious use of exclamation points and relentless positivity. Her inability to let him fade out of her life. She was cruel like that.

      He shut his laptop without bothering about the bulbs, washed his plate and fork, and left the omelet pan to soak. He picked up his keys from the narrow table by the front door and stopped to stare at the silver-framed wedding photo he kept there. The couple in the photo was so young, so bright and shiny, like a couple of pennies fresh from the mint. They were smiling hugely, as if they were happy.

      Poor stupid kids.

      He grabbed his keys and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Erika: Lacey, aka, ParkerWildsWife19, wants to know what we think of the casting of Henry Yu, a complete unknown, Glen Michaelson, a guy with a few credits, and Stephanie Mae, the only household name in the bunch.

        Jules: Yeah, I mean, I’m excited about it. It’s just so hard to know, since we know literally nothing about the plot or what characters they’re going to be playing. Since the news came out about Stephanie, I went back and watched some of the episodes of her cable show, and I loved her in it. She’s got that same girl-next-door quality that Camille Corsair has, but she obviously brings her own twist. It’s fucking cool she has a prosthetic leg, I mean, the way they accessorized it on her show was genius.

        Erika: Yeah, she’s kind of a fashion icon for the generation behind us, I think.

        Jules: Ugh, is there already a generation behind us? How did we get so old?

        Erika: We’re not old. We’re not even thirty yet. But Stephanie Mae is, what, nineteen?

        Jules: Henry Yu and Glen Michaelson are in their early twenties, I think. Clearly, they decided not to cast sixteen-year-olds to play the new kids, which is probably smart. Anyway, as far as the casting goes, I say bring it on.

      

        

      
        From The Sawyer’s Cove Rewatch Project Podcast: Summer Mailbag

      

      

      “So this is The Cove.”

      Selena stopped inside the entrance and took in the gleaming copper-top bar, the small stage on one side that overlooked an open space for dancing, surrounded by a scattering of tables. Cozy lighting offset the dark brick walls. Nothing about the place screamed its association with Sawyer’s Cove, beyond its name. The casual visitor would have no idea the owner was Jay Orlando, hometown boy-turned-heartthrob who’d found his second act as a Misty Harbor small business owner and productive member of society.

      “Selena, over here.”

      She followed Cami’s voice to one of the booths on the opposite side of the bar from the stage and spotted her co-producer, as well as two other members of the production. She walked over and slid in next to Becca Melis, her trusty assistant and the person who knew the most about the production outside of herself and Cami, who was not only producing but also playing the part of Amy Green. Producer was no vanity title—Cami was boots on the ground, seven days a week, dealing with everything from hiring to budget decisions right alongside Selena. Together, they had assembled a rock-solid team. Some folks from the old show they’d been able to hire back, but they had added plenty of fresh faces.

      One of the new additions was writer Bo Christopher. He was young and goofy and had been a huge help in writing for the new generation of Cove kids, especially the character of Kai. Bo had drawn on his experience as a pop culture-loving Chinese American midwestern kid to inform Kai’s character. He said hello and then blew his straw wrapper at Becca, who tried very hard not to look charmed. Selena grinned. Becca could use something of a social life. Goodness knows she had her working long enough hours. It would do her good to have a reason to go home at night.

      “Welcome to The Cove.” A woman with wavy brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and wearing a shirt with The Cove’s logo appeared at their booth.

      “Hey, Danica,” Cami said. “Meet Selena, Becca, and Bo. Everyone, you need to know this woman. She’s the manager, and the one who calls the shots around here.”

      “Don’t tell Jay.” Danica laughed. “He thinks he reigns supreme. And it’s very nice to meet you.”

      She smiled at Selena. “It’s super to meet you in person, I’ve heard so much about you from Cami.”

      “So you’ve heard what a bitch I am?” Selena said.

      Danica’s gray eyes went wide. “No! Only good things.”

      Selena waved her hand airily. “Sorry, I’m kidding. I forget that line only works in L.A.”

      “Selena’s really a pussycat, she just pretends to be tough so people don’t mess with her,” Cami said.

      Becca let out a snort, while Bo looked between Cami and Selena, as if not sure what part was true and which was the joke. He wisely kept his mouth shut.

      Danica smiled uncertainly. “Well, when you’re here, you eat and drink gratis. Boss’s orders. So, let me know what you want.”

      Selena looked at Cami. “Jay knows we have a budget, right? He doesn’t have to feed us for free.”

      Cami shrugged. “He wants to. It’s his version of New England hospitality.”

      “Well, what’s yummy here?” Selena asked.

      Cami wrinkled her nose. “Honestly? The food’s kind of mediocre. No offense, Danica.”

      “None taken. I finally got Jay to agree to hire a company to develop a new menu for us. Just don’t say the word ‘gastropub’ around him, or it’ll erase all the progress I’ve made.”

      “Noted.” Selena glanced at the menu in the stand-up plastic display on the table. “I guess I’ll get a bacon cheeseburger.”

      “The sweet potato fries are decent,” Cami said.

      “And sweet potato fries.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Becca said.

      Cami ordered a grilled cheese, and Bo asked for a burger and fries and potato skins. He looked about sixteen, and he apparently had the metabolism of a teenager, too.

      Despite having spent most of the day together, their conversation immediately turned to work. There always seemed to be something to do, someone to cajole into doing something the way they wanted it done, something to make, something to decide. Selena sometimes felt like her job was an endless cascade of decisions. Should Lily Fine wear a leather skirt in the first episode in a callback to the pilot from fifteen years ago? Do they need a stunt double for Henry Yu for the fight scene outside of Cloudy Cove High? If they cut the scene at the pizza parlor, can they use the money to pay for more extras for the carnival scene? And the most difficult decision she was currently apparently unable to make—how should they end the new series? She had to make it satisfying for the audience, wrap up the season-long story arcs, but needed to keep it open-ended in case they were going to have a second season.

      Getting the second season order would be the validation that Selena had made the right decisions, which meant every single decision felt like it could be the one that tipped them toward success or the one that held the show back from greatness. Sometimes she felt paralyzed; endless decisions, and no way to know if she was making the correct ones.

      Cami would tell her to trust her gut, which right now was trampolining up and down as she recognized the man taking over a stool at the bar.

      Warner was wearing more clothing than the last time she’d seen him, but she still recognized him easily in the un-cool work jeans he seemed to favor, clean at least, and wrinkled button-down shirt. She’d never seen him in anything that wasn’t wrinkled, come to think of it.

      She watched from the corner of her eye as Danica waited on him with a friendly smile and poured him a short glass of something brown. They chatted for a minute, which interested her. Warner could hold a conversation, it seemed. Just not with her.

      “—meeting with the other writers tomorrow afternoon? Will that work for you?” Becca’s voice filtered in.

      Selena redirected her focus to her assistant. She must be tired if she was letting her attention wander when there was still so much work to do.

      “Uh, yeah, put it on my calendar, please,” she said.

      Becca tapped her trusty tablet. Sometimes it seemed like it was embedded in her arm. “Okay, I’ll send the rest of the writers the invite.”

      “What time?” Bo asked, getting out his phone.

      How did anyone remember anything before they all had computers in their pockets?

      “Three,” Becca said. “That way, Selena can make her meeting with Brad at five.”

      “Ugh. What’s my meeting with Brad about?” Selena asked.

      “He wants to loop in the marketing team on some of the online response to the reboot.”

      “What about it?” Cami asked, instantly concerned. “I thought everyone was in raptures about the reboot.”

      “The initial response was unbelievably awesome,” Becca said reassuringly. “But I guess lately there have been some snarky things written about the casting.”

      Cami frowned. “But we haven’t even announced the full cast yet.”

      “Facts never stopped the Internet, you know that,” Bo said. “Let me guess—some creeps are arguing you’re ruining the show by casting, gasp, a non-white person.”

      “Or more than one, in this case,” Cami said calmly. Two of the three new cast members were Asian American, and the third was a white gay man. “People are so disappointing sometimes.”

      Selena patted Cami’s arm. “It’s okay, sweetie, they’ll still love you.”

      “I don’t care about me,” Cami said, suddenly fierce. “But I care about the show. Is this going to cause problems?”

      “You know there’s never unreservedly good press,” Selena said, willing herself to believe her own spin. “Besides, a little controversy raises our profile, gets people talking about the show. It’ll be fine.” She couldn’t waste time thinking about stuff she couldn’t control.

      “Well, I think the casting is perfect,” Becca said loyally. “And as soon as people see the show, they’ll think so, too. Steph and Henry and Glen are perfect. They embody the spirit of the show. They’re the spiritual heirs.”

      “The spiritual hairs? They do have great hair,” Bo joked, while Becca rolled her eyes. “And I hope you’re right. People kind of suck, but the show will speak for itself.”

      Conversation died down once the food arrived. Her burger was hot and filling. Selena had no complaints. On the other side of the bar, an acoustic guitarist began a solo set, and the melody of her songs wafted over to them.

      The noise level rose as more folks filtered in to take up seats on the stage side of the bar. Bo and Becca were laughing, heads together, and Cami was watching them, amused.

      Selena caught her eye. “This place is awesome.”

      Cami’s smile grew. She looked pleased and proud, and Selena wondered if maybe Cami had been nervous she wasn’t going to like it.

      “Jay’s done a good job with it,” Cami said.

      “And you’re doing a brilliant job, too,” Selena said, holding her friend’s gaze.

      Her big blue eyes went even wider. “Really?”

      “Really,” Selena said firmly. “I couldn’t do this without you, Cami.”

      Her pale cheeks went rosy. “It’s going to be good, isn’t it.” She wasn’t asking. She sounded certain. And Selena wanted to believe her, just like the characters on the show were always saying.

      It was too soon to tell if the chemistry they were building behind the camera would translate to magic in front of it, or if all this time and money would simply result in an embarrassing footnote on the Sawyer’s Cove IMDb page.

      But Selena was going to do everything in her power to make the magic happen. She needed this to be a success, because everyone who’d worked so hard on this deserved it. And because Ryan Saylor, the original creator of Sawyer’s Cove, had trusted her with his show, and she’d be damned if she was going to mess it up. She owed him a worthy follow-up, and she was going to deliver.

      She shoved the specter of the final episode to the back of her mind. The staff writers would be turning in their scripts for episodes eight and nine in the next couple of weeks, and only after that would it be crunch time for the finale. She’d figure something out before then, because she had to.

      “Who’s thirsty? Should I get another round?” She couldn’t have another beer without getting too sleepy to drive home, but water sounded appealing after the salty meal.

      “I’m going to go back to the inn,” Becca said.

      “I’ll walk you,” Bo offered quickly.

      Selena hid a smile. He wasn’t subtle, but she didn’t think Becca minded. “Don’t forget to stop working,” she reminded her assistant. “It’s a marathon, not a sprint.”

      “Pot.” Becca pointed to Selena, then at herself. “Kettle. Why don’t you come back with us, and we can watch some reality TV and veg out?”

      Bo, to his credit, didn’t look disappointed at the suggestion. “I think Single and Stranded has new episodes out,” he said enthusiastically.

      “Is that the one where they drop all those twenty-two-year-olds on a desert island, armed with nothing but liquor and sunscreen?” Cami said skeptically.

      Bo and Becca said, “It’s amazing,” simultaneously.

      “I think I’ll pass,” Selena said, laughing. “You enjoy. And I’ll take it easy tonight, I promise.”

      Cami left first, to go back to the house she shared with Jay Orlando, bar owner, co-star, and the love of her life.

      “Drive safe,” Selena ordered. Her friend had only recently gotten her license at the ripe old age of thirty.

      “I will,” Cami said, hugging them all goodbye.

      Bo and Becca took off, after Becca left a big tip for Danica with petty cash from the production budget. Selena pretended to check her phone, waiting until they were out the door before she slid out of the booth and made her way to the bar.
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        Hers wasn’t the first dead body Jake had ever seen, but no matter how many corpses he’d stumbled upon in his rotten life, the experience always made him thirsty. He took the bottle of 12-year off the shelf with shaking fingers but didn’t spill any pouring it into the glass. Each drop was too precious to waste. More precious than his client’s life, apparently.

        Gunsmoke, by Warner Mathis

      

      

      

      Selena took the stool next to Warner, who was bent over a thick paperback, a half-eaten plate of fries at his elbow. His glass was nearly empty. She angled her head to try to see the cover of the book.

      She couldn’t make it out in the dim light, and the way he held his body kept the cover in shadow, but her nosiness caught his attention, and he straightened slowly. He looked at her, his mouth an unchanging flat line. Did the man ever smile?

      “Hey,” she said brightly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “I’m here a lot,” he said gruffly.

      “My first time,” she said. “But I like it.”

      He didn’t say anything back. She stifled a sigh.

      “What are you reading?”

      In answer, he held up the book. It was a recent thriller. She hadn’t read it, but she had read an earlier book by the same author. “I liked the one about the first lady assassination attempt,” she said. “Is this one good?”

      If he was surprised she knew the author
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